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Dimensions of Charity versus 
Development: The Century-Old Debate
in the Profession of Social Work
Héctor Luis Díaz
Western Michigan University
Antonio López Peláez
Universidad Nacional de Educación a la Distancia
The	social	work	profession	seeks	different	objectives	and	utilizes	different	
methodologies and interventions in the countries in which it operates 
around	the	world.	Furthermore,	it	operates	within	drastically	different	
political,	economic	and	cultural	contexts.	For	these	reasons,	it	is	difficult	
to identify an ideal universal method of intervention.For approximately 
a century, social work practitioners and academicians have debated 
whether	 the	 profession	 should	 focus	 its	 efforts	 on	 providing	 charity	
and relief services or promoting socio-economic development and 
self-sufficiency.	This	 article	defines	 the	 concepts	 of	 charity	and	 socio-
economic development and analyzes the main dimensions of this debate 
in	an	effort	to	deepen	our	understanding	of	how	to	best	promote	the	well-
being of individuals and communities.
Key Words:  Charity, social development, social work, social policy
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Introduction
 Social work is an academic discipline and a profession di-
rectly linked to social welfare and related social protection 
systems. For these reasons, as an applied social science, social 
work seeks to increase its body of knowledge while promoting 
social, economic and political changes. These efforts are guided 
by professional codes of ethics, and are reflected in the propos-
als and interventions put forth by national and international 
social work organizations. Furthermore, throughout its profes-
sional history, social work’s commitment to social welfare has 
been evident by its focus on working with the poor, vulnerable 
and marginalized, and by intervening with individuals, families, 
groups, communities, and society as a whole (Zastrow, 2003).
 Concerns over social integration, assimilation, poverty and 
other social ailments are not exclusive to social work, even 
though the values of altruism, generosity and compassion have 
been associated with our discipline since its very inception 
(Lubove, 1965). These values were also shared by other organi-
zations that emerged at the same time as the Charity Organiza-
tion Societies and the Settlement House Movement. Paul Harris, 
for instance, founded the Rotary Club in Chicago in 1905. This 
club promoted collaboration among professionals in an effort to 
respond to social problems. This included, among other things, 
helping to find a vaccination for polio. In 1917, Melvin Jones cre-
ated (also in Chicago) the Lions Club, which focused its efforts 
on service to society. The creation of these organizations built 
on the previously stated values and the long tradition of Chris-
tian and non-Christian religions of helping the poor. Today, 
countless religious, professional and civic organizations collab-
orate in the promotion of social well-being (Davis, 2013).
 In this special issue of the Journal of Sociology & Social Wel-
fare, authors join the debate surrounding “Charity versus De-
velopment” as it relates to the profession of social work.  This 
special issue contains selected peer-reviewed papers presented 
at the eighth International Conference of the European Social 
Research Council on Latin America (CEISAL by its initials in 
Spanish) that took place from June 28 to July 1, 2016 in Salaman-
ca, Spain. This issue contains research and conceptual articles 
as well as case analyses describing best practices presented at 
this international conference. 
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Charity, Development and Social Work
 The debate related to charity and development as an em-
powerment approach has existed in the profession of social 
work for more than a hundred years. We briefly describe the 
debate and define key concepts in this section as a preamble to 
our discussion. 
 According to Midgley, (1995, p. 8), “Social development is 
a process of planned social change designed to promote the 
well-being of the population as a whole in conjunction with the 
dynamic process of economic development.” Midgley (1997a, 
p. 86) also defines community development as an intervention 
that seeks to “foster development at the local level by involving 
people in a variety of economic, infrastructural, and social proj-
ects.” Charity on the other hand, is defined as “generosity and 
helpfulness especially toward the needy or suffering: aid given 
to those in need” Charity (n.d.). 
 Critics of charity or universal welfare assistance to the poor 
argue that such assistance is unnecessary and undesirable, that 
it weakens traditional institutions and destroys the recipients’ 
desire and ability to provide for themselves (Mullaly, 2007, p. 
85). The suggested implication is that ongoing charity or wel-
fare assistance creates and perpetuates dependency. According 
to Mullaly (2007), conservatives oppose the existence of welfare 
systems that provide financial relief to the poor, while politi-
cians that are more liberal support such systems in an attempt 
to counter the negative aspects of capitalism (pp. 89, 108). Midg-
ley (1997b, pp. 14–15), in turn proposes social development as a 
viable alternative to “outdated consumption and maintenance 
oriented welfare programs.” Sen (1999) warns us, however, that 
learning the difference between individual rights and capaci-
ties is necessary to understand the challenges presented by the 
process of social development. 
 We can also approach this debate from an angle that avoids 
the charity vs. development dichotomy (Lakoff & Johnson, 2003; 
Robbins, 2015). Recent research findings in the fields of biology 
and neurology strongly suggest that we, as human beings, have 
a basic inclination towards cooperation and altruism, which in 
turn are compatible with and necessary for our personal and so-
cial development. From a neurological perspective (Pfaff, 2015), 
as well as from a social work perspective (López-Pelaez, 2015), 
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strengthening our sense of altruism (the belief in or practice 
of disinterested and selfless concern for the well-being of oth-
ers) is likely to increase our freedom instead of increasing our 
dependency. A strengthened sense of altruism should greatly 
enhance our personal and social functioning, and facilitate our 
collective efforts to improve our social well-being. We should 
not focus on charity or development as the defining element of 
social work’s strategy and mission. Instead, we should adopt 
an approach that integrates relief services and development, as 
pertinent and needed. Such a strategy could enable us to take 
advantage of altruism as a motivator to any type of intervention 
and prepare us to better respond to the challenges presented by 
social welfare and the welfare state. 
 Given the challenges associated with finding common ground, 
Levinas (1993) recommends trying to understand the worldview 
of others as a strategy to help us reach agreements. Social research 
identifies altruism as a unifying element and requirement for our 
survival as a species in societies oriented towards competition, in-
dividualism and consumerism. It also proposes that cooperation 
must precede individuation. Reportedly, we must learn to coexist 
before we learn how to be different or apart from each other (Sen-
nett, 2012). Cooperation is vital to our survival during our child-
hood as well as in our adult life, given that we cannot survive by 
ourselves. “The distribution of labor enables us to multiply our 
limited capacities” (Sennett, 2012, p. 107). 
 Cooperation is more than a social ability; it is a form of in-
teraction that generates mutual benefits (Sennett, 2012). Coop-
eration, in turn, may be motivated by our sense of altruism, 
which is part of our cerebral structure and responds to our 
biological identity (Pfaff, 2015).  Altruism and cooperation are 
directly linked to the notion of generosity, which seems to be 
the opposite of selfishness. Generosity has been defined as “the 
virtue or ability to provide resources to others freely and abun-
dantly” (Smith & Davidson, 2014, p. 4). This virtue represents a 
vital human trait, not a specific or isolated donation or behavior. 
It is a virtue that implies regularity, repetition and consisten-
cy. Generosity is different from altruism in that generosity is 
compatible with self-interest while altruism is not. Generosity 
may express itself through providing financial assistance to 
others, serving as a volunteer, donating blood, providing loans 
and other support to family members, friends or organizations 
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(Smith & Davidson, 2014).  Consistent with a deontological per-
spective, seeking the well-being of others is considered good in 
itself (Encyclopaedia Brittanica, 2017)
 Generosity promotes well-being and represents a way of 
life and of relating to others. Societies with a tendency towards 
individualism tend to criticize generosity, while valuing behav-
iors centered on individual well-being. This may be due to their 
reductionist view of generosity and altruism and their ignoring 
the positive impact of generous and altruistic behaviors on in-
dividuals and on society. This proposition is not value free, just 
as social policies and the welfare state are not value free (López 
Peláez & Segado, 2016). Generosity and altruism change our 
perception of self and force us to place the well-being of others 
before our personal well-being. In such a context, others are of-
ten viewed as obstacles or simply as competitors. This societal 
tendency may get in the way of other dimensions of generosity 
which are often present in our daily living.
 Smith and Davidson (2014) have identified two dimensions 
associated with the phenomenon of generosity. The first is that 
generous behaviors contribute to our own well-being, even if 
we focus on the well-being of others. The second is that lack of 
generosity and concern for others leads to greater dissatisfac-
tion and ill feelings in us. Smith and Davidson’s research find-
ings suggest a positive association between generosity and the 
personal well-being of generous persons (Smith & Davidson, 
2014, p. 9).
 The previously stated findings supporting the association 
between altruism and generosity do not represent the sole jus-
tification for the existence of social work as a profession. We do 
not formulate social welfare policies or provide social services 
because these actions will make us feel better or because this is 
consistent with particular religious beliefs. We formulate and 
implement policies guided by the desire to help human beings 
take advantage of their citizens’ rights (Northern Ireland Civil 
Service, 2017).
 The existing tension between charity and development, be-
tween providing immediate relief to others and empowering 
them to help themselves, between efforts to solve social prob-
lems and strategies to empower people in need, perpetuate this 
complex debate in social work circles (López Pelaéz, 2012). The 
welfare state and the helping professions stem from our respect 
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for citizens’ rights and our desire to respond to their demands 
for goods and services (Northern Ireland Civil Service, 2017). 
The profession does not exist simply because of compassion for 
individuals or the desire to be helpful. For these reasons, social 
service programs provided by public agencies should be eval-
uated to make sure they do not simply represent charitable or 
philanthropic efforts and that instead they have positive long-
term impacts.
 The tension between charity and socio-economic develop-
ment has existed in the United States since the 1880s.  This tension 
originated between the Charity Organization Societies (COS) 
and the Settlement House movements that paved the way for the 
emergence of social work as a profession. The COS movement 
emerged in 1877 emphasizing the provision of charity to indi-
viduals they considered to be morally worthy of such assistance 
(Trattner, 1989). Mary Richmond founded this movement with 
the primary intervention strategy of sending friendly visitors to 
the homes of the poor to assess their level of need and worthiness 
for assistance through a method called scientific philanthropy. 
Jane Addams originated the Settlement House movement in the 
1880s (Trattner, 1989). The primary goal of this movement was 
to help mostly European immigrants become part of the main-
stream of American society. Their primary focus was to teach 
English to new immigrants and provide them with marketable 
skills that would enable them to obtain gainful employment. 
The movement also worked to eliminate laws that prevented the 
progress of the immigrants. The COS movement has been con-
sidered highly moralistic and reportedly discriminated against 
those that needed their services the most. The Settlement House 
movement, on the other hand, was criticized for discriminating 
against poor persons who were not European immigrants (Trat-
tner, 1989), given that Native-Americans, African-Americans and 
Hispanics were not able to access their services. 
 For approximately a century, the social work profession in 
the United States has maintained a charity-development dual-
ism. The type of practice of social workers in the United States 
today clearly shows the philosophical and ideological divide be-
tween supporters of charity and direct practice with individu-
als and families, and supporters of a macro and developmental 
approach. According to NASW (2013), approximately 93% of the 
140,000 social workers in the country possess a clinical or direct 
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practice license. This means that the majority of social workers 
are primarily devoted to providing direct services to individu-
als and families. In the United States, direct social work practice 
usually takes the form of counseling, case management and/
or provision of relief services. A very small percentage of so-
cial workers in the country engage primarily in administration, 
community practice, socio-economic development, or social pol-
icy practice (NASW, 2013). 
Development and Charity: Social Work Perspectives
 Various factors and conditions have shaped our discipline 
and profession since its inception. While democracy and citi-
zenship rights have led us to view individuals as subjects and 
masters of their own history, socio-economic inequality, pover-
ty, social exclusion, and vulnerability have demanded macro or 
collective approaches to intervention. In response to these con-
ditions, the first social workers responded to lack of democracy 
and vulnerability through scientific approaches, which in turn 
gave origin to our profession (Tannenbaum & Reisch, 2001).
 As an applied social and behavioral science, social work seeks 
to respond to a multitude of social problems which are sources of 
great distress. Our relevance and legitimacy as a profession stem 
from the applied nature of our work and our constant efforts to 
find practical solutions to pressing social problems (Morales & 
Sheafor, 2004). To this end, social work aims at forming helping 
professionals and empowering citizens to act as such. Given our 
professional objectives, social work needs to rely on theories that 
validly describe, explain and predict social phenomena. Social 
work theories must have clear practice applications. 
 Social work research and teaching seek to promote critical 
thinking and form professionals capable of responding to pa-
thology and dysfunction in the world. Social work profession-
als must confront old and new challenges and take advantage of 
opportunities. Our ability to anticipate and build a new future 
depends on the evaluation of our past and present, our con-
straints and possibilities, our individual and collective inertia, 
and our willingness to bring about change.
 The future of the social sciences and social work, in par-
ticular, depends on our desire and commitment to increase 
our body of knowledge, respond to chaos, treat pathologies, 
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alleviate pain, and ameliorate injustice and inequality. For this 
reason, social work requires knowledge to guide our action, 
increase professionalization and transform living conditions. 
Consistent with these premises, the articles in this special issue 
ponder various dimensions of the charity versus development 
social work debate. Articles two to five are empirical and quali-
tative in nature. Articles six to nine are conceptual and present 
propositions that could be tested in future research. The last 
three articles are case analyses.
 The qualitative article “Common Law, Charity and Human 
Rights as Responses to the Socio-Economic Crisis in Galicia, 
Spain” recognizes the need for government assistance to the 
poor and the unemployed in the form of housing and other re-
lief services while asserting that this type of assistance is not 
sufficient to significantly change their condition. In addition to 
providing goods and services, the article proposes a focus on hu-
man rights and policies aimed at promoting the socio-economic 
development of poor persons and communities. 
 The article “Maximization vs. Inclusion as a Value Conflict 
in Development Work” is qualitative and is based on an inter-
national mixed methods research project. It proposes a model 
for addressing ethical issues in development work. It also rec-
ommends an approach to development that could improve the 
relationship between policy makers, development profession-
als, and participants in development programs. 
 The article “Use of Technology, Pedagogical Approaches 
and Intercultural Competence in Development” relies on mixed 
research methods. Its authors part from the premise that edu-
cation is key to social and economic development. The article 
describes a unique cultural immersion course provided to so-
cial work students in the City of Chicago that included the use 
of technology, pedagogical approaches and intercultural educa-
tion to increase levels of cultural competence. 
 The authors of “The Debate on Minimum Income in Spain: 
Charity, Development or Citizen Right?” conducted a qualita-
tive study among a group of social workers in Spain. Accord-
ing to social workers interviewed for this study, they should 
primarily be agents for social change as opposed to agents for 
stability and social control. They view minimum income sys-
tems as a form of charity and a means for social control. As 
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an alternative, they propose family protection policies aimed at 
reducing social exclusion and vulnerability.
 In “Class Activist Lens for Teaching about Poverty,” the au-
thors propose a conceptual framework and model. They recom-
mend a teaching and practice model aiming to equip students 
to understand poverty from a class perspective. The goal of the 
action component of the proposed model is to politicize prac-
tice, enable us to become allies with the poor, resist injustice, 
and promote social and economic development.
 The authors of “International Service-Learning Trips: a 
Framework for Developing Cross-Cultural Competence” pro-
pose that students would benefit more from active involvement 
in needs assessments, appreciative inquiry, program design, 
program implementation, and evaluation of grassroots sus-
tainable development efforts than from engaging in charita-
ble endeavors. They explain how international exposure and 
well-crafted international service learning trips can assist in 
developing cross-cultural competence and the empowerment 
of individuals and communities to generate social change. The 
proposed model is consistent with best practices implemented 
during several international service learning trips and study 
tours. The framework is based on a human rights and sustain-
able development approach.
 In “Knowledge Transfer for Full Citizenship: The Education-
al Model of Innovation in Social Work,” the authors describe 
various academic and professional experiences and propose 
a model for education transfer and innovation in social work. 
The article builds on the notion that increased information and 
knowledge are essential prerequisites for the development of all 
aspects of modern societies. To this end, social work is encour-
aged to maintain and improve channels of communication and 
knowledge transfer in academia and in professional practice.
 The article “Global Interdependence and its Effects on Social 
Work Education in the United States” proposes a rights-based 
development model as opposed to a charity-based approach. It 
provides a rationale for implementing a global perspective in 
social work education while identifying sustainable develop-
ment as consistent with social work values and mission. The ar-
ticle discusses the implications of online/distance education for 
international social work practice. It discusses the implications 
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of globalization and global interdependence for social work the-
ory, policy, and practice, while stressing the need to incorporate 
these into field education. 
 The article “The Importance of Social Work in the Latin 
American Association Movement of People Affected by Low 
Prevalence Diseases” represents a case analysis of the Latin 
American rare diseases association movement. The article does 
not make direct or explicit reference to the concepts of charity 
or development, nevertheless, empowerment and development 
are implicit throughout the document. It emphasizes the need for 
a multifaceted strategy to tackle rare diseases through preven-
tion, planning, and primary care. Such strategy should incorpo-
rate research, public health plans, defense of social and health 
rights, reliance on civic associations, and coordination between 
government agencies and representatives of civil society. Finally, 
the article highlights the key role that social workers play in the 
rare diseases association movement in Latin America.
 In the article “Assisting the Most Vulnerable Populations 
in the Regions of La Rioja and the Maghreb: The Human 
Rights-Based Approach and Social Work,” the authors ap-
plied a case-analysis methodology to interventions sponsored 
by the European Union and by UNICEF to combat poverty in 
the Spanish region of La Rioja, Spain. One of the interventions 
involves many universities from Spain and northern Africa. 
Many residents of La Rioja migrated there from the Maghreb 
region of northern Africa and represent one of the region’s most 
vulnerable groups. In these two cases, the Human Rights Based 
Approach represents a significant strategy for promoting peo-
ple’s autonomy and an effective way of fighting inequality, dis-
criminatory practices and unjust power relations.
 Finally, the article “Social Work and Accessibility of Per-
sons with Disabilities in Mexico: Hidden Barriers” analyzes 
the progress made towards the goal of full inclusion of persons 
with disabilities into Mexican society. Reportedly, Mexico has 
made significant progress in the development of programs for 
people with disabilities. Nevertheless, in spite of the consider-
able progress made, there are still invisible or hidden barriers 
the country needs to overcome. The social integration of per-
sons with disabilities is seen as an indicator of the country’s 
level of social development
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Conclusion
 The various articles presented during the symposium Char-
ity vs. Development: What should be the mission and strategy of the 
social work profession?, have made evident our need to reinvent so-
cial work to more effectively respond to emerging problems and 
needs (Featherstone, 2011). Furthermore, social work as a profes-
sion and a discipline should continue to be supported by quality 
standards, planning, intervention and scientific evaluation. 
 According to López-Peláez (2012), our profession faces mul-
tiple challenges. First, it must reformulate social welfare policies 
and redefine social work practice consistent with the socio-cul-
tural, political and economic context of the 21st century. It must 
also respond to the demands of citizenship through new rights, 
services and entitlements. Furthermore, social work as a profes-
sion must redefine itself in order to survive in a highly bureau-
cratic context in which government transfers responsibility for 
social welfare to volunteer organizations and non-governmen-
tal organizations (NGOs). Lastly, the profession should promote 
quality higher education for social workers. Many countries do 
not offer social work university degrees, while other countries 
only provide social workers with technical or paraprofessional 
education (Garber, 1997). In contrast, universities in other coun-
tries like the United States and Spain offer bachelors, masters 
and doctoral degrees in social work. 
 The case of Spain shows that our profession has become more 
and more bureaucratic. The limited number of social workers in 
the country are forced to devote the bulk of their time and efforts 
to charity and relief efforts. This leaves them with little or no time 
to seek significant social, political, or economic change. To com-
plicate matters, available resources for social welfare have been 
diminishing, when in the past ever-increasing resources was the 
norm. Spain is currently facing times of human service retrench-
ment and austerity. This is having a direct impact on profession-
al social workers who work for private or public organizations 
which are forced to restructure and reorganize in an effort to 
maintain predetermined levels of service.
 The challenges faced by our profession in the United States in-
clude the increasing number of persons who live by themselves, 
greater social exclusion, and the precarious living conditions of a 
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significant segment of the population. These circumstances strong-
ly suggest the need to concentrate our efforts on promoting the 
self-sufficiency and socio-economic development of individuals 
and communities, consistent with the concept of citizens’ rights.  
 In the end, acknowledging the humanity of others will en-
able us to evolve from charity to the promotion of human rights. 
Our goal should not only be to solve problems but to empower 
individuals, groups and communities to take control of their 
lives. We must overcome false dichotomies such as “charity vs. 
development” and develop new theories, methodologies and 
practice interventions that will enable us to improve the living 
conditions for all.  
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This	article	presents	 the	findings	of	 a	 research	project	 analyzing	 the	
effects	of	the	Spanish	socio-economic	crisis	on	rural	areas.	It	describes	
the perceptions of social workers in the public sector engaged in com-
munity practice and the perceptions of social leaders working for public 
and private human service organizations within the province of Ou-
rense,	Spain.	It	explores	how	the	current	economic	crisis	has	affected	
people, health care units and the social workers’ scope of action. The 
study relied on secondary data, surveys and qualitative interviews. 
Study	findings	 suggest	 that	 the	 adopted	measures	 for	 responding	 to	
the	effects	of	the	crisis	have	been	scarce.	The	primary	responses	to	the	
crisis include privatization of human services and the transfer of re-
sponsibility from government to civil society organizations. Instead 
of focusing on charity, this study in Galicia, Spain proposes a greater 
focus on rural social work and on the promotion and defense of human 
rights by civic and other organizations.  
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Literature Review
 The effects of the socio-economic crisis–known as the ‘Great 
Recession’ (Jenkins, Brandolini, Micklewright & Nolan, 2013) 
due to its global dimension, depth and prolonged duration–
produced a decrease of the purchasing power on a large part 
of the population in Spain. It also created a context of economic 
precariousness that generated a very sharp increase in the lev-
els of social exclusion, as well as an increase in the number of 
households below the poverty line (Laparra, 2010; Laparra & 
Pérez, 2011, 2012; López & Renes, 2011a, 2011b). Zurdo and Ser-
rano (2013) emphasize the social over the economic dimension, 
given the impact of the recession on the living conditions of 
citizens and on social cohesion. In Spain, the unemployment 
rate tripled between 2007 and 2012. The rate went from 8.4% 
to 23.8% (INE–National Institute of Statistics, 2012), and youth 
unemployment increased to 57%. Moreover, both labor precar-
iousness and the number of workers living in poverty also in-
creased (Aragón et al., 2012). According to the Survey on Living 
Conditions (INE, 2015), the vast majority of households in sever-
al Spanish autonomous communities struggled to make ends 
meet. These include the Canary Islands (80%), Andalusia (77%), 
Valencia (76.4%), and Ceuta (76.2%); Navarra, the best faring re-
gion in Spain, has a 35% poverty rate. In the third quarter of 
2013, the INE calculated that 651,200 Spanish households did 
not have at least one employed family member. By May 2015, 
this number had increased to 770,000 households, or 11.5% of 
the 6.7 million households in Spain. “Absolute unemployment” 
mainly means households without any type of gainful employ-
ment. By 2013, the Spanish Foundation for the Promotion of So-
cial Studies and Applied Sociology (FOESSA) reported 580,000 
households without any type of income coming from work or 
social security system protection funds (FOESSA, 2013).
 The Survey on Living Conditions (INE, 2015) calculated the ex-
istence of 4,000,000 households below the poverty level. This is 
approximately 25% of the total Spanish population. The official 
government source, Eurostat, also estimates that a quarter of 
the Spanish population lives in relative or severe poverty (Eu-
rostat, 2015). While poverty has had a devastating impact on 
families, its impact on children and youth has been even more 
alarming. According to Eurostat (2015), 29.9 % of children and 
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the young population live in relative poverty. This places Spain 
as the European country, after Romania (34.6%), with the sec-
ond highest child poverty rate. 
 Because of poverty, many families are unable to make the 
rental or mortgage payments for their homes, leading to a still 
unknown number of evictions. In 2013, the General Council of 
the Judiciary produced a report that reconciled data from the 
Association of Property Registrars, the Bank of Spain, the Na-
tional Institute of Statistics (INE) and its own judicial statistics. 
They identified 75,375 settled foreclosures and 198,076 pending 
foreclosures in 2012 alone. Almost 80% were working or mid-
dle class households. Families were also unable to pay for their 
household energy expenses (Consejo General del Poder Judi-
cial, 2013). According to the FACUA consumer organization, in 
2013 the electric energy service was disconnected to more than 
a million families, out of 23.5 million (FACUA, 2014).
 Finally, the current economic crisis in Spain has led to the 
polarization of society and a growing income gap between the 
rich and the poor. Such polarization has been fuelled by fac-
tors such as fiscal adjustments, tax increases and social cuts. In 
Spain, 10% of the lowest income households lost 13% of their 
annual income between 2007 and 2011, compared to the loss of 
only 1.5% of their annual earnings for the 10% richest house-
holds (Organization for Economic Cooperation and Develop-
ment [OECD], 2015). As the OECD has pointed out, during the 
last few years, social inequality has grown the most in Spain, as 
compared to other European countries.
 In spite of the ongoing socio-economic crisis and high levels 
of unemployment, the European Union has implemented neo-
liberal and neoconservative austerity policies and has adopted 
a different view towards social welfare (Del Pino & Rubio, 2013). 
Several authors have examined the evolution of the welfare sys-
tem in Spain and have denounced the current dismantling of the 
welfare system (Álvarez, 2009; Barrera-Algarín, Malagón-Ber-
nal & Sarasola-Sánchez, 2013; Fernández, 2012; García, 2011; 
Recio, 2010; Urteaga, 2012). Others have focused on the effects 
of austerity social policies on social work and social services 
(Abad & Martín, 2015; Alguacil, 2012; Barriga, 2012; Díaz, 2012; 
Lima, 2011; Lima, Verde, & Pastor, 2016; Pastor & Sánchez, 2013; 
Roldan & Castanyer, 2012; Santos, 2011; Serrano et al., 2011).
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 According to Abad and Martín (2015), “precarity policy” has 
been used to manage precariousness in the new crisis context and 
within the framework of current neoliberal policies. These two 
authors believe that the current economic crisis has led to struc-
tural or systemic violence against the population. Such violence 
has taken the form of privatization of social services and psy-
chologization of uncertainty and precariousness. Privatization 
refers to a redefinition of our concept of social responsibility and 
to the transfer of the responsibility for human services to the pri-
vate sector. Netto (2002) calls this process re-philanthropization, 
which he sees as a justice duty and a moral duty. Psychologiza-
tion refers to the process of conceptualizing a social problem as 
a problem of the individual, who must ultimately be responsible 
for solving it (Beck, 1998). 
 According to Mata and Pallarés (2014), while historically so-
cial welfare has emphasized charity, we are now moving in the 
opposite direction. The State’s withdrawal from social welfare 
contributes to the privatization of universal social services and to 
transferring the responsibility from government to civil society 
or the voluntary sector. Hence, the growing institutionalization 
of food distribution programs allows politicians to disregard lack 
of food as a social problem (Riches & Silvasti, 2014). In the last 
few years, food banks have proliferated, demonstrating a solidar-
ity pattern (Pérez de Armiño, 2014). Both the media and public 
administrations disseminate a distorted meaning of the term 
‘solidarity,’ since the concept is only used to promote charity and 
individual altruism. As a result, the social relevance and visibili-
ty of philanthropic actions has increased (Mata & Pallarés, 2014).
 The previously mentioned actions imply a desire of certain 
sectors to return to charity as a means to promote social wel-
fare. It has been proposed, however, that charity is mainly indi-
vidual, partial and not preventive. It is not consistent with the 
spirit of Spanish law or with a universal social protection sys-
tem. Charity may be seen as part of the State’s transition from 
an emphasis on the collective to an emphasis on the individual 
and from security to insecurity (Rodríguez Cabrero, 2004).
 As Poppendieck (1999) warned, the proliferation of chari-
ty contributes to society’s failure to effectively and significant-
ly deal with poverty. Charity helps alleviate political pressure, 
while finding solutions that are more relevant. Additional-
ly, it helps soothe the conscience and reduce the discomfort 
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provoked by visible misery. Moreover, the creation of a charity 
culture normalizes mendicity and legitimizes personal generosi-
ty as a response to social and economic dislocation. 
 Given this reversion of rights, several authors propose social 
work practice based on human rights (Staub-Bernasconi, 2016; 
Verde, 2016; Wronka, 2014, 2016). The human rights perspective 
provides meaning and guidance to social policies and interven-
tions, given that human rights are guaranteed and legitimized 
by the international community. The previously mentioned 
authors propose a comprehensive perspective and a complete 
system based on human rights principles, rules and standards. 
Furthermore, Staub-Bernasconi (2016) highlights that human 
rights and social work are historical allies. 
 For Ife (2016), the relationship between social work and hu-
man rights can be approached in two ways: by means of the 
worldwide participation in human rights campaigns, or by 
means of social work for ensuring human rights. In the second 
case, the author proposes an approach that is based more on hu-
manities and less on an anthropocentric worldview that limits a 
liberal and individual building of human rights. 
 The previous literature review served as the basis for this 
research project aimed at gaining a deeper understanding of 
the scope and effects of the current economic crisis in the prov-
ince of Ourense, located in the autonomous region of Galicia in 
northwest Spain. This article is based on data collected from ru-
ral or highly dispersed rural areas in the province of Ourense. 
Ourense is characterized by a sizeable elderly population, and 
a context of abandonment and depopulation prior to the eco-
nomic crisis, which has been in existence for a few decades. This 
article describes the effects of the crisis on community social 
services in rural areas. It identifies the responses and measures 
already under way, both from the public sector and from oth-
er social organizations. It focuses on the perceptions of social 
workers in these areas and on how the crisis has affected people 
and the work of professional social workers. Finally, the article 
provides recommendations for interventions for the targeted 
rural areas. We hope the study findings will motivate us to re-
flect on the role of community social services and social work-
ers in rural areas. 
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Social Services in Rural Areas
 The system of social services emerged in Spain in the late 
1970s and early 1980s, coinciding with the beginning of the 
democratic period. Throughout these years, the system has 
developed significantly to the point of being recognized as a 
fundamental instrument of the welfare state (Uceda, 2011). Ar-
ticle 148.1 of the Spanish Constitution transferred this function 
and responsibility to the autonomous communities. This has 
produced significant inequalities among the autonomous com-
munities. According to Vila (2012), despite their conceptual and 
organizational similarities, 17 different social service systems 
have been developed in the regions of Spain.
 The first study using the Law, Economy, Coverage (LEC) in-
dex was conducted in 2012 by the Association of Social Services 
Directors and Managers. It sought to measure the development 
of social services in Spain. It found a weak general develop-
ment of social services in the whole country, as well as a huge 
disparity of efforts, coverage and rights between the different 
regions. Moreover, the data from 2012 to 2015 suggests a dete-
rioration of the system and extraordinary disparity in terms of 
funding and program development. Between 2011 and 2013, the 
country’s annual expenditure on social services was reduced by 
13.3%, while the expenditures of local governments increased 
by 20.8% (Asociación de Directores y Gerentes de Servicios So-
ciales, 2015). 
 The Spanish welfare state is centered on the family, consis-
tent with the Mediterranean style. In this type of system, the 
family is an important supporter, welfare provider and distrib-
utor. This system is based on an ideological and political view 
that legitimizes family strategies based on intergenerational 
micro solidarity and gender (Naldini, 2002). The VIII Report of 
the Social Reality Observatory (Caritas, 2013) reported an exceed-
ingly high Spanish family protective capacity and described 
its survival strategies in the face of the crisis. Consistent with 
this notion, the first report on social services in Spain produced 
by the Labor General Council found that cuts in social welfare 
benefits, tightening of eligibility requirements and delays in the 
processing of social benefits had an even bigger negative impact 
on social vulnerability and on the financial burdens carried by 
families (Lima, 2014). 
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 The last economic crisis is a global phenomenon that has 
worsened the living conditions of a large number of people and 
populations (Sassen, 2010). The unceasing process of economic 
development and globalization has had an effect on rural areas 
in particular. Furthermore, changes in traditional agricultural 
societies have generated economic and social transformations 
(Buckwell, 2006).
 Today more than ever, rural societies are immensely het-
erogeneous. The complexities of such societies make their anal-
ysis more difficult. The boundaries between rural and urban 
areas are no longer clear, and migration patterns do not always 
flow in the same direction (Camarero, Sampedro, & Oliva, 2011). 
New migrants include former rural dwellers, retired people and 
newcomers without previous family or affective bonds. There-
fore, it is particularly necessary to take these factors into con-
sideration and identify the new rurality (Roseman, Prado, & 
Pereiro, 2013). We must identify and understand new lifestyles 
and ways of relating to one another, the needs of farmers, the 
possibilities for diverse economic activity, and a future where 
local and global concerns overlap (Alonso & Conde, 1996). This 
will hopefully lead to bringing together persons from seeming-
ly separate worlds and helping them become part of the same 
“multicultural, multilingual, multiracial, multimedia and may-
be also multipurpose” society (Camarero 1996, p. 125).
 Various authors have expressed their social concern for ru-
ral problems and have acknowledged the need to formulate eco-
nomic and social policies aimed at supporting the rural popula-
tion (González Regidor, 2008; Márquez, 2002; Moyano, 2005). In 
the opinion of Rico & Gómez Limón (2008) we need to learn how 
society perceives rural social problems, and we must agree on 
rural development policy goals and strategies. This information 
will hopefully facilitate the formulation and implementation of 
citizen- centered rural development policies. For Juste, Gómez, 
and Fernández (2011), local rural development must take multiple 
factors into account. Successful policies will require considerable 
economic resources as well as social cohesion.
  Social service providers must remain aware of their roles 
and potential contributions. They represent key players in the 
area’s development. De la Rosa, Rueda, de la Red and Prieto 
(1995) consider that the need for multidimensional interventions 
from social service providers is more obvious in rural areas, 
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given the decentralization of problems and resources. For this 
reason, we need new approaches for the study of rural contexts, 
for resource organization and for local service coordination.
 We must also keep in mind the particular features and de-
termining factors of social services in rural areas. Morales (2007) 
found that social services in rural areas have a substantially 
lower level of development than their urban counterparts. This 
may be due to: (a) the inadequacy of urban social policies for 
the rural context; (b) the ignorance of some social service pro-
fessionals of the socio-structural context and social problems of 
rural areas; (c) the absence of a proper alignment between social 
policies in rural areas and wider development policies; (d) phys-
ical distance, and (e) lack of coordination of the different rural 
councils.
 Rural areas should not be understood merely from a geo-
graphical point of view. They should also be seen as the result 
of historical and cultural methods of production. According 
to Besada, Castro, and Rodríguez (1999), the daily activities of 
social workers must revolve around the special needs of spe-
cific groups in rural areas. The needs and demands will vary 
depending on the different rural environments and on the ter-
ritory’s socio-economic structure and characteristics; therefore, 
programs designed for each reality are required. A community 
approach to individuals and groups is needed for active partic-
ipation in rural activities.
 Rural community development presents complex challeng-
es that cannot be exclusively dealt with at the level of the indi-
vidual. The overlap between community development practices 
and human rights principles is increasingly recognized by the 
United Nations. Both human development and human rights 
aim at promoting welfare and liberty based on the dignity and 
the inalienable equality of every person (ONU, 2009).
  The market economic model hinders the implementation 
of a genuine human development model for rural populations 
focused on self-management, self-reliance and empowerment. 
Given the reproduction of the current economic system, we 
need alternatives based on human development in line with 
Max-Neef (1986). A focus on human development is an alter-
native to the neoliberal economic model that requires dynamic 
cultural processes that recognize the rural population as sub-
jects of development.
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 Social workers play a vital role in making many people 
aware that they are deprived of their fundamental human rights. 
Such awareness may be created through individual and collec-
tive methods. The empowerment approach, the strengths and 
the freedom for working with individuals, families, groups and 
communities transcend the micro-macro distinction (Sewpaul & 
Larsen, 2014). Consistent with this, Healy (2008) and Wronka and 
Staub-Bernasconi (2012) propose that the social worker needs to 
be aware of his/her human rights practices and must generate 
interventions that promote ongoing social change. Social work-
ers can promote social, economic, cultural and environmental 
development while supporting the Social Work Global Agenda 
(IASSW/IFSW, 2012). It is important to stress the role of social 
workers that are politically and humanely committed to produc-
ing social change aimed at peace, social democracy, human de-
velopment and human rights (Sewpaul, 2015). 
 In Galicia, like in the rest of the country, Law 13/2008, regu-
lating social services, passed on December 3, 2008 and provided 
for two types of care: community services and specialized ser-
vices. The first has a predominantly local character and refers 
to a certain territory and population. Councils represent the ba-
sic planning entity for community social services (Ley 13/2008). 
The existence of social workers in rural councils responds to 
Decree 9/2012, enacted on March 16, 2012, calling for the regula-
tion of community social services and their functioning (Decre-
to 9/2012). This was consistent with Law 13/2008, of December 3, 
2008, regulating the social services in Galicia.
 The enactment of Law 27/2013, Rationalization and Sustain-
ability of the Local Administration, by the Popular Party endan-
gered many community services nationwide, as well as the lo-
cal network of social services (Ley 27/2013). Local municipalities 
and rural councils with lower population were most affected by 
this law. Although most autonomous regions enacted laws and 
moratoria that that ignored the dispositions of this law, authors 
such as Uceda et al. (2013) and Boix (2015) are greatly concerned 
about the reduction of the municipal skill-based approach and 
about a strategy that outsources services and moves them away 
from citizens, because these ignore the social and territorial co-
hesion of rural communities.  
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Community Social Services in the Rural
Areas of the Province of Ourense
Facing the Socio-Economic Crisis
Research Design
 The research study was conducted between 2014 and 2015. 
It started with an exploratory study and included secondary 
sources of data. Secondary sources provided data on the 
elderly, unemployment rates, province councils, household 
composition and habits, people with special needs, and people 
with difficulties making ends meet. Based on that information, 
the research project was structured into two segments: 
questionnaires mailed to social workers employed by rural 
councils and qualitative fieldwork.
 First, questionnaires were mailed to social workers employed 
by rural councils. All social work council members were con-
tacted by telephone before questionnaires were mailed to them. 
The members of 35 rural and highly dispersed rural councils re-
sponded to the questionnaire. Questionnaires were organized in 
five sections: (1) perceptions of professionals about the early stag-
es of the crisis and its consequences; (2) typology of users based 
on old and new needs; (3) perceptions of professionals related to 
people’s socio-economic strategies; (4) institutional resources and 
support measures in response to the crisis; and (5) professionals’ 
recommendations. The questionnaires served as a starting point 
for conducting comprehensive interviews.
 The qualitative fieldwork consisted of interviews of social 
workers and other key informants. Metropolitan, suburban, ru-
ral and highly dispersed rural areas were taken into account 
while trying to calculate the number of social workers that 
would be needed to staff rural councils. The number of inhab-
itants in a specific geographic area determines the number of 
social workers, and the numbers are broken down as follows: 
less than 2,000, 2,000–4,999, 5,000–11,999, and 12,000–20,000 in-
habitants. Two interviews were conducted in urban areas and 
two interviews in metropolitan areas. In the province of Ou-
rense, the city of Ourense is the only population center with 
more than 20,000 inhabitants. The city and its metropolitan area 
comprise 30% of the province’s population. Nine interviews 
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were conducted in rural areas where the majority of the coun-
cils in the province are located. One interview was conducted in 
a highly dispersed rural area. Eight interviews were conducted 
with key informants and selected leaders. These included direc-
tors of social services and non-governmental organizations and 
representatives of rural and neighborhood associations.
From Common Law to Charity
 In the opinion of social work respondents in rural councils, 
the Spanish economic crisis took place mostly between 2009 
and 2011. Reportedly, the crisis resulted in: (1) more people 
needing assistance after their unemployment benefits were 
depleted; (2) an increase in the number of family reunifications; 
(3) budgets cuts; and (4) decreased access to available social 
service resources. 
 The implementation of the Law 39/2006, 14th of December 
2006, titled Promotion of the Personal Care and Autonomy for Depen-
dent People, requires the delivery of new services (Ley 39/2006). 
This law sees bureaucratization as an obstacle to social service 
delivery and not as a guarantee of it, given that bureaucrati-
zation is often associated with lack of knowledge of people’s 
current needs at the autonomous community level. 
 Many social workers identified the elderly as the group 
most affected by the crisis (29.4%). As a result, many of them 
ended up needing rural community social services. The elder-
ly are the most frequent users of services. However, underage 
youths (26.5%), middle-aged people between 35 and 50 years 
old (17.6%) and unemployed families with children (14.7%) were 
also identified as being negatively affected by the crisis.
  The consensus of the interviewed rural social workers was 
that resources and benefits provided to families in response to 
the crisis have been very scarce. Furthermore, 85.7% of these 
workers believe that such resources and benefits were not ad-
equate to ameliorate the conditions of vulnerability in which 
many people found themselves. People’s basic needs were not 
being met. They viewed the financial relief and related services 
as short-term or restrictive welfare measures. The provided re-
sources were not adequately planned or adapted to the needs of 
rural communities.
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 Some of the most commonly reported difficulties were: 
• Reduction of human resources, benefits and
 services, even when the number of people in
 need had increased; 
• Tightening of eligibility requirements for services
 that left many people and families without services; 
• Slowness and delays in the processing and provision
 of social benefits;
• Auditing of service delivery expenses and increases
 in workload that restricted and slowed down
 service and aid delivery; and 
• Measures were too isolated and too welfare
 and palliative-oriented, without any real joint work
 with families aimed at overcoming their difficulties. 
 More than a third of the interviewed social workers (35%) 
indicated that their councils did not create any specific programs 
to assist people who were most vulnerable from crisis-related 
issues. On the contrary, cuts in social services and rigid controls 
of expenditures by the local administration limited municipal 
emergency benefits and programs, which were already more 
limited in rural councils. In some cases, budget line items aimed 
at responding to immediate and urgent needs disappeared. 
 Professional workers identified specific initiatives aimed at 
easing the effects of the crisis and meeting basic needs. These 
included: increasing municipal funds for social emergency pro-
grams; entering into cooperation agreements with entities such 
as the Food Bank or foundations to supply products; collabo-
rating with companies and associations for the distribution of 
non-perishable food; and the creation of flea markets, charity 
wardrobes, and food and toys collection campaigns at Christ-
mas time, etc.
 One of the main responses to the crisis has been the privat-
ization of social services. Because of this, the responsibility for 
the provision of human services was transferred to third sector 
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entities and to informal networks. Large organizations such as 
the Red Cross, Caritas or the Food Bank, and others present in 
certain shires noticeably increased their social emergency pro-
grams. During the crisis, all of them increased their provincial 
activities in order to reach rural councils. This led to the creation 
of new local headquarters in main shire’s settlements and to the 
reinforcement or creation of new emergency aid programs such 
as invoice and rental payment, among others. 
 Reportedly, the programs and assistance provided by 
non-governmental organizations (NGOs) are very diverse. They 
range from economic aid for responding to basic needs to more 
specialized interventions. Contrary to what happens in public 
or governmental organizations, NGOs’ eligibility requirements 
are more flexible and the processing of requests for benefits is 
significantly faster; that is why NGOs are often responsible for 
responding to the most urgent needs.
 All social workers that participated in this study admit-
ted that, since the beginning of the crisis, they have referred 
clients to non-governmental organizations, mainly because 
of the lack of prompt responses from public administrations. 
Most referrals have been made to the Red Cross (35%), Caritas 
(30%) and the Food Bank (22.5%), depending on the distance to 
each of them in any given council. Residents are often referred 
to parishes and, to a lesser extent, to neighborhood and rural 
women’s associations. Referrals are quite common when look-
ing for prompt solutions not readily available within the public 
sector. Referrals are made in spite of the workers’ reluctance to 
encourage charity. They make the referrals because they view 
the provision of assistance as a right: “You refer much more to 
other organizations such as Caritas or the Red Cross. Now we 
coordinate much more at a professional level. But we continue 
processing the requests, because it is a right” (Social worker # 1).
 Interviewed social workers highlight that mutual help has 
always existed in rural areas and that it has never disappeared. 
They make constant reference to the existence of family solidar-
ity, the sharing of retirement pensions, and the self-consump-
tion economy. All of these have softened the short-term conse-
quences of the crisis for families. 
 The increase in requests for benefits, the lack of response 
from the administration, and increased bureaucratization and 
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inspection, have an emotional and physical effect on workers. 
Feelings of discomfort, helplessness or stress are common 
among these intermediaries between people seeking social ser-
vices and administrations that see helping them as a priority, 
even though they do not provide adequate resources: “We have 
an incredible work overload. We do not have any sort of support 
from the administration. We suffer emotional costs because we 
see blatant situations which have no solution, helplessness” (So-
cial worker # 2). 
Recommendations of Social Workers for Rural Areas
 Recommended actions and strategies for rural councils re-
lated to social services and regional and national social policies 
include:
• Reduce the processing time of requests for services
 and the approval of aid and service delivery.
• Increase the number of social workers in rural
 councils and social budgets. 
• Increase social emergency lines and aid to
 rural councils. 
• Continue offering lunches in those schools already
 providing them.
 Interviewed social workers identified the need to create 
jobs in the autonomous communities and nationally to generate 
economic resources and higher levels of social welfare. They 
assert that local and national governments must stop eliminat-
ing financial resources designated to social services and stop 
modifying social welfare policies and service delivery systems 
without any specialized knowledge, given that those actions 
hinder their work. Unfortunately, many legislators and bureau-
crats responsible for policymaking do not know the social work 
profession and/or the realities of service users.
 On the other hand, social workers’ recommendations for 
highly dispersed rural councils highlight the need to respond 
to the needs of the elderly and migrant or incoming residents, 
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especially young adults and children. The recommendations 
include home care and a true residential and day care policy. 
 Contrary to lay or non-social work views, interviewed social 
workers believe housing opportunities for newcomers are scarce 
and for this reason they propose rental programs for rural areas. 
They also propose services for palliating social isolation at the 
provincial level. These include improving facilities in the neigh-
borhoods, and providing means of transportation between coun-
cils and the main villages in the shire or neighboring villages for 
the purposes of work, school and medical care. 
 Social workers also proposed the promotion of cooperatives 
in an effort to promote economic development and economic 
self-sufficiency in the rural councils. They believe this would 
be the best way to create continuous, sustainable employment 
that attracts population. This will require however coordina-
tion with local development groups and agents. Furthermore, 
they believe more social work action at the community level is 
needed to counter the restrictions imposed on the profession by 
increased bureaucracy.
 Finally, we should expand the scope of social policies at the 
regional and national levels to restore citizens’ social rights, 
stimulate the economy, and modify recent regulations which 
content reveals lack of knowledge about social services and the 
socio-economic situation in the Spanish territories. 
Conclusion
  Social policies and programs implemented by community 
social workers aimed at palliating the effects of the socio-eco-
nomic crisis have primarily included privatization and the 
deterioration and elimination of guarantees and social rights. 
Noncompliance with laws related to plans, benefits and ser-
vices have led to violation of the constitution and the neglect 
of the most vulnerable sectors of the population. Many social 
services, resources and benefits formerly provided by public 
agencies have been eliminated. Furthermore, many social ser-
vice users have been criminalized through very perverse and 
exhausting inspections. Privatization has transferred much 
public responsibility for social welfare from public entities to 
non-governmental organizations. Furthermore, it has inter-
fered with the family-based welfare model by delegating the 
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responsibility for public care to informal networks and micro 
solidarity mechanisms. The previously mentioned policies and 
practices are expected to impact social demographics given that 
they may lead to low birth rates, depopulation, abandonment of 
rural areas, elimination of equipment and resources, etc.
 The findings of this study highlight the social concern about 
living conditions in rural areas, as well as the need to promote 
social and economic development in these territories. The most 
commonly reportedly problems in rural Spain include: the loss 
of population in rural areas; the outward migration of young 
people; the weakening of rural councils; social isolation and re-
lated difficulties; lack of transportation; and greater difficulties 
accessing needed resources. Because of these problems, new 
policies and strategies are needed to counter them. Further-
more, significant job creation is needed in rural areas to attract 
more population. 
 This study’s findings about social workers’ perceptions are 
consistent with the findings of other studies conducted in Spain 
such as the II Report on Social Services in Spain (Lima, 2015). Ac-
cording to that study, 73% of social workers agreed that policies 
and budget cutbacks implemented in response to the crisis vio-
lated the human rights of citizens.
 The possibility of going back to the provision of social 
services based on charity and philanthropy makes the rights-
based approach more necessary than ever. We need to guar-
antee equal access to social services and minimize social and 
economic inequality in rural areas. The constitutional support 
for the right to access social services, which is being promoted 
by social and academic organizations in Spain, can represent a 
solid foundation for this work.
 The social work profession in Spain must focus on rural 
social work (Murty, 2005). This must include rural content on 
social work curricula as well as interventions addressing the-
oretical-methodological, ethical and political issues. According 
to Santos (2012), this process may start by acknowledging gen-
eral and less significant realities. This may lead to substantially 
modifying the current perception of social services to some-
thing indispensable in Spanish society. This ideological and 
conceptual construction will require recovering traditional so-
cial values and interpreting them in a way that leads to human 
rights and to the integration of excluded minorities.
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 We agree with Abad & Martín (2015) in that the social de-
construction associated with the crisis places new demands on 
the profession of social work, given the profession’s emphasis 
on emancipating and transforming social action. In addition to 
the human rights approach, an emphasis on community social 
work may represent the best way to contribute to the transfor-
mation and development of these rural territories. Hence, we as 
social workers must own and promote a human rights focus of 
social welfare and move in the opposite direction of the neolib-
eral emphasis on charity and budget cuts.
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This article builds on previous research studies strongly suggesting that 
high levels of social capital are positively associated with the economic 
and political progress of community residents. As previously proposed 
by	the	authors	of	this	article,	such	findings	may	encourage	policy	mak-
ers of government and non-governmental development organizations 
to	concentrate	their	efforts	and	resources	in	communities	whose	resi-
dents	have	been	identified	as	having	high	levels	of	social	capital.	Pol-
icy-makers may view pre-existing high levels of social capital among 
community residents as a factor likely to increase the level of success of 
their respective socio-economic development initiatives. Such course of 
action however, would pose a serious ethical issue, given that it could 
lead to the exclusion of the poor communities with lower levels of so-
cial capital and the greatest socio-economic needs. This article explores 
ethical questions that emerge as we contrast an inductively created de-
velopment model focusing on emotions with the positivistic social cap-
ital model often used in development work.  Furthermore, it proposes 
that the ethical principles associated with the feelings and values held 
by development organizations and service recipients ought to guide 
decision making in development work. Such an approach would fos-
ter the relationships between policy makers, development professionals 
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and program participants and would enhance the possibility of meeting 
their expectations.
Key words: Development Ethics, Feelings and Values, Maximizing De-
velopment, Relationships
 
 A qualitative and quantitative multinational research study 
was conducted in the countries of Peru, Bolivia, Nicaragua and 
Honduras exploring the constructs of social capital, economic 
progress, and democratic behaviors at the local community lev-
el.  Quantitative findings strongly suggest that high levels of 
social capital are positively associated with the economic and 
political progress of community residents (Diaz et al., 2008). 
Qualitative analyses, on the other hand, enabled research-
ers to propose a conceptual model of democracy as develop-
ment, which is described later in this article.  The findings of 
the previously mentioned study may encourage policy makers 
working for government and non-governmental development 
organizations to concentrate their efforts and resources in com-
munities whose residents have been identified as having high 
levels of social capital.  They may view high social capital as 
a factor increasing the likelihood of success of socio-economic 
development initiatives.  
 This course of action however, would pose a serious ethical 
issue, given that it could lead to the exclusion of the poorest 
communities, which are more likely to have the greatest needs 
and lower levels of social capital.  The current article suggests 
an alternate approach for determining how to use governmen-
tal and NGO development funds and other resources based 
on the experience of eight communities surveyed in four Latin 
American countries.
Social Capital and Democracy
 This article aims to explore the ethics associated with 
promoting social capital, economic progress and democracy 
from the perspective of community residents who received 
socio-economic development services in targeted communi-
ties of the four studied countries (Diaz et al., 2008). A quantita-
tive study conducted by Carbajal, Parsons, Pillai, Sahelin, and 
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Sharma (2012) suggests that social capital is positively associat-
ed with democratic attitudes. The current study, however, relies 
on qualitative or phenomenological information.  Researchers 
used open-ended questions that asked participants to define 
democracy and to identify people or entities that contributed to 
the promotion of democracy in their respective communities. 
One thousand two hundred heads of households responded to 
a semi-structured questionnaire, and approximately 80 of them 
participated in 12 focus group discussions in which they ex-
pressed their views of community development and democracy. 
The model of democracy as development described below was 
the result of in-depth interviews, focus groups and open-ended 
questions. A combined analysis facilitated the emergence of the 
five areas of the model shown below (see Diaz et al., 2008). 
Figure 1.  MODEL of Democracy as Development: As Defined by 
Community Members
1. Community water access: local or national
    government related →
2. Peace and security versus fear and mistrust:
    national government related →
3. Infrastructure of community by governmental
    and/or NGOs →
4. Community’s social capital: government facilitated
    (organization or intervention) →
5. Knowledge imparted and received (role of NGOs) →
secures survival
produces trust
quality of life
produces unity of
purpose
results in community
consolidation
END RESULT: A united community with a purpose and a method for achieving 
its goals of progress = Democracy as development
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 The development process of the previously described model 
focuses on the feelings expressed on the topic of democracy and 
how these feelings addressed or were connected with everyday 
life events that were presented as central to life. To identify such 
feelings, narratives were analyzed to tell the story of the inter-
viewees as presented in the interviews. Such analysis enabled the 
interviewees and the interviewer to connect via identified feel-
ings as the emit and etic approach described by Barrett (2009).
Emic and etic analysis are terms taken from linguistics, and 
refer respectively to the actor’s insider (subjective) perspec-
tive and the observer’s outsider (objective) perspective. His-
torical particularists give priority to emic analysis and to 
subjective data such as values, norms, and emotions. (Barrett, 
2009, p. 54)
 The idea that emotions and feelings are key to the interpre-
tation of the perspective of the interviewees as understood by 
the interviewer took central stage in the development of this 
model. That is why water access and democratic values were 
associated in the life and experience of these communities. Wa-
ter access was given the central and primary role in defining 
democracy. Thus, the abstract concept of democracy becomes 
the tangible access to water via everyday feelings and emotions.
 This article explores ethical questions that emerge as we 
contrast the previously described development model that fo-
cuses on emotions with the positivistic social capital model of-
ten used in development work that focuses on abstract ideas to 
define development.
Social Capital
 The social capital construct has been used for almost four 
decades in sociology, economics, and social work (Durlauf & 
Fafchamps, 2004). Efforts have been made to quantify concepts 
associated with social capital such as: good will, fellowship, 
mutual sympathy, and social intercourse among individuals 
and families (Hanifan, 1916); the sum of the actual or potential 
resources associated to possession of a durable network (Bor-
dieu, 1985); networks and resources connected to them that 
network members can access or mobilize (Lin, 2001); and as 
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networks, norms, and trust that facilitate social action for the 
common good (Putnam, 1993). Some studies have focused on 
social capital as attitudes and cognitive dynamics, while others 
have focused on behavioral manifestations (Aldrich & Meyer, 
2015). Consistent with this second group, Pringle and Welsh 
(2001) have conceptualized social capital as consisting of net-
works of mutual trust and norms of reciprocity.
 Given the long and varied list of commonly used defini-
tions of social capital, Durlauf and Fafchamps (2004) conduct-
ed a review of the existing literature related to this construct. 
As a result, they were able to identify the following three ideas 
underlying all definitions: (1) Social capital generates positive 
externalities for members of a group; (2) these externalities are 
achieved through shared trust, norms, and values and their 
consequent effects on expectations and behavior; (3) shared 
trust, norms, and values arise from informal forms of organi-
zations based on social networks and associations. The study 
of social capital is that of network-based processes that generate 
beneficial outcomes through norms and trust (Durlauf & Faf-
champs, 2004, p. 5).
 Baum and Ziersch (2003) have classified social capital as 
bonding, bridging and linking. In their view, bonding social cap-
ital is horizontal in nature and brings together individuals or 
groups with similar characteristics. This type of social capital 
will tend to exclude persons who do not share certain character-
istics and may lead to lack of cooperation and trust. On the oth-
er hand, bridging and linking social capital tends to cut across 
communities and individuals with varying levels of power. 
People with this type of social capital will feel responsible for 
the well-being of others outside of their group. Because of this, 
it is likely to help reduce inequities. Furthermore, according to 
Pringle and Welsh (2001) there are three types of social capital: 
physical, human, and social.
 Easterly (2006) and Pawar (2006) criticize the concept of so-
cial capital as stemming from assumptions and theories asso-
ciated with capital and capitalism. According to them, the con-
cepts and propositions of social capital theory are questionable. 
Reportedly, the concept of capital has antisocial and exploitative 
connotations. It may also be used for misleading and manipula-
tive purposes by the political right. For these reasons, they rec-
ommend replacing the concept of social capital with other less 
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politically charged concepts such as: trust, networks, collective 
action, norms, relationships, social capacity, community capacity, 
social networks, or communities.  In spite of such criticisms, the 
construct of social capital continues to be widely used.
 Other studies are concerned with the emergence, develop-
ment and maintenance of social capital. Pillai, Díaz, Basham, 
and Ramirez-Johnson (2011), for instance, conducted a study 
suggesting that democratic attitudes had a significant positive 
effect on social capital even in rural settings, and that social 
capital increased as democratic attitudes improved. De Zuñi-
ga (2012), in his study, found that seeking information through 
electronic social networks “is a positive and significant predic-
tor of people’s social capital and civic and political participatory 
behaviors” (p. 319).
 Glaeser, Laibson, and Sacerdote (2002), in turn, found that 
social capital first arises and then falls with age, that it declines 
with expected mobility, that it rises in occupations with greater 
returns to social skills, that it is higher among home owners, and 
that it falls sharply with physical distance. They also found that 
people who invest in human capital also invest in social capital.
Benefits	of	Social	Capital
 According to Baum and Ziersch (2003), epidemiological 
studies and in-depth qualitative studies have linked elements 
of social capital to positive health status. Felicio, Couto, and 
Caiado (2014) propose that the social capital associated with 
players external to an organization is positively associated with 
raising resources and building trust in such organizations. Fur-
thermore, they point to the fact that human capital and social 
capital are consistently correlated with improved organization-
al performance. 
 Pringle and Welsh (2001) propose that social capital holds 
organizations together. Bowles and Gintis (2002) propose that 
social capital contributes to enhanced community governance. 
In their view, social capital implies the willingness of commu-
nity members to abide by the rules and norms of the respec-
tive community, and coerces into obedience those who refuse 
to comply with such norms. Furthermore, social capital should 
increase the community’s capacity to solve problems.
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 Jin (2013) examines the effects of various social capital re-
lational components on the promotion of pro-environmental 
behavior in five key public policy areas: recycling, food pur-
chasing behavior, gasoline, energy conservation, and water use. 
“Findings suggest that the components of social capital work 
differently and that each component’s influence also varies de-
pending on the context of the environmental issue” (p. 40).
 According to Yoon and Wang (2011), organizational citizen-
ship behaviors and social capital influence knowledge sharing 
in virtual communities. Organizational citizenship behaviors 
include altruism, conscientiousness, sportsmanship, courtesy, 
and civic virtue. A significant finding was that “social interac-
tion ties and identification of social capital have a strong impact 
on member’s knowledge-sharing intentions and knowledge 
quality in virtual communities” (p. 106).
 Tsasis, Cooke-Lauder, and Evans (2015) make reference to 
the influence of interpersonal and interprofessional ties (social 
capital) on the nature and tone of inter-organizational relations. 
Reportedly, “social capital provides both tangible and intangi-
ble benefits to collaborative work” (p. 546). Furthermore, Couto 
and Guthrie (1999) propose that social capital may serve as a 
mediating structure that may enhance the functioning of de-
mocracy and may help enhance social and economic equality. 
 An ethical issue suggested by the emergence of the five 
areas model proposed in this article is who gets to define de-
velopment, democracy or other measures of well-being. East-
erly (2006) suggests that people are poor, not simply because 
western NGOs and governments are not doing enough to uplift 
them, but because of the inability of development initiatives to 
empower these. 
 The qualitative approach used in this article comes partly in 
response to criticism of Western theories and mostly positivis-
tic research approaches. Easterly (2006), for instance, challenges 
the appropriateness of using Western development theories and 
intervention models given that such theories and models may 
be culturally biased and inconsistent with the socio-cultural, 
political and economic reality of non-Western cultures and 
countries. In his view, the position of Sachs (2005) is presump-
tuous and culturally arrogant. Reportedly, Sachs presumes a 
full understanding of development phenomena. He attempts 
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to outline and develop in detail “key practical solutions to al-
most all of their [extreme poor countries] problems” (p. 52). The 
inductive qualitative approach goes a long way in responding 
to these concerns, given that it stems from the experiences of 
people, their perceptions, and their reports.
 “Developed” or industrialized nations could have a great 
impact on the eradication of extreme poverty around the world 
by providing the necessary resources for development efforts. 
The end of poverty will undoubtedly require a global network 
of cooperation among people who do not know each other and 
who do not necessarily trust each other. Meaningful collabora-
tion between developed and developing countries and among 
development workers and targeted populations is essential 
(Sachs, 2005). The 2015 United Nations Millennium Development 
Goals or Agenda is expected to produce great transformations 
(Sachs, 2005; United Nations, 2015) and lead to sustainability of 
life. Sachs (2005) and other supporters of the millennial agenda 
believe that the proposed strategies covering basic health, edu-
cation, governmental power, infrastructure, transportation and 
communications services will eradicate poverty.
 Easterly (2006), however, challenges Sachs’ (2005) premises 
and labels his worldview as mistaken. Easterly asks what are 
the appropriate ways of serving the so-called poor nations, par-
ticularly the notion of providing aid to the poor (Easterly, 2006). 
He suggests looking at the issue of underdevelopment from the 
poor nations’ viewpoints. He proposes adopting a “searcher’s” 
worldview, which is very consistent with the qualitative or phe-
nomenological approach. Easterly further proposes changing 
the aid philosophy and moving from the role of “planners” 
to the role of “searchers.” “Planners work from the top down, 
mostly talking to other planners. They see global solutions and 
mobilize for them” (Easterly, 2006, p. 5). On the other hand, 
“searchers” begin by asking what is the view of the so-called 
under-developed country before determining what the un-
der-developed country needs (Easterly, 2006, p. 5). 
 Planners transform multifaceted, global development chal-
lenges, seeking to simplify them following predetermined West-
ern developed theories of development, as the ones informing 
social capital theories. Searchers, on the other hand, seek an un-
derstanding of development from the bottom up. Searchers col-
laborate with native actors with the goal of enabling local efforts 
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to promote their own version of development. Subsequently, 
they try out tentatively identified solutions, while identifying 
and documenting what seems to work in a given local context. 
An example of localized initiatives for indigenous and self-di-
rected development are the “gang of four Hong Kong, Korea, 
Singapore and Taiwan” who achieved significant economic 
development without Western directives (Easterly, 2006, p. 27). 
Easterly suggests that the best prospect for poor nations is to 
be their own searchers and to “borrow ideas and technology” 
(2006, p. 28) from the West when it suits them. 
 Easterly’s cow metaphor seeks to illustrate the disparity be-
tween the ideas of prescribed development path suggested by 
Sachs versus his self-directed searcher approach. Cows do not, 
cannot, and will not win a horse race like the Kentucky Der-
by. Easterly suggests that development agencies are more like 
cows than horses, thus they need to ask—“what kinds of useful 
things can your cow do?” and create goals that suit such ap-
proaches (Easterly, 2006, p. 11).
The Ethics of Emotions and Feelings
 Myers (2011), following a careful analysis of Easterly (2006) 
and Sachs (2005), as well as others not covered here, asserts that
Contrasting “planners” with “searchers,” Easterly believes 
social problems are better solved as close to the action as pos-
sible by innovators who try and fail and try again (searchers). 
Planners, on the other hand, live in Washington DC, London, 
and Peking and assume they know enough to be able to fig-
ure out global solutions and then determine what needs to be 
supplied. Searchers know they will never know enough and 
instead look for what is being demanded and try to meet that 
need. Planners provide solutions that are developed a long 
way from the front line; searchers look for what is working 
locally and try to make it better. (Myers, 2011, p. 36)
Myers (2011) clarifies that Christian development agencies rely 
on development strategies that often feel “secular.”
Christians who separate the physical and spiritual realms 
tend to be God-centered in their spiritual lives and hu-
man-centered when they think and act in the physical world. 
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For our spiritual work, we turn to the church and our Bibles; 
for development work, we turn to the social sciences. This 
goes a long way in explaining why development practices of 
Christian development agencies often feel “secular.” (p. 11)
Consistent with Myers’ statement, we propose that that the eth-
ical conflict in development work comes at the attitudinal, feel-
ings and values levels.
The relationships of the poor do not work for the well-being of 
the poor because of spiritual values held by others and by the 
poor that do not enhance and support life. Selfishness, love of 
power, and feelings of ordained privilege express themselves 
in god complexes. Loss of hope, opportunity, and recognition 
mar the identity of the poor. Racism, ethnocentrism, and os-
tracism erode the intended blessing of having many cultures. 
Fear of spirits and belief in gods that cannot save obscure the 
offer of the God who desires to save. At the end of the day, the 
causes of poverty are spiritual. (Myers, 2011, p. 15)
The Western “notion of ordained privilege” that Easterly calls 
“white man’s burden,” frames the development efforts of the West. 
Thus what looks similar to a theoretical paradigm is, after all, a gut 
feeling and assumption of superiority and assumed universal logic.
 Myers goes further in his analysis; feelings are also framing 
the responses of the receivers. “Loss of hope,” “fear of spirits,” 
and “belief in gods” are all defined as sentiments, feelings that 
define people’s motives and actions. Values, after all, are asso-
ciated with feelings. Myers calls these feelings spiritual in na-
ture. Here, we define spiritual as the feelings and values held by 
developers and by those seeking development. After all, Myers 
(2011) is not oblivious to the idea that spirituality is connected 
to values and feelings, a psychological construct, in his words:
Less expected by the researchers, many of the manifestations 
of well-being were psychological in nature (Narayan-Parker 
et al. 2000, 26-27). A desire to feel better about oneself and a 
wish for a sense of dignity and respect were heard. Peace of 
mind, lack of anxiety, being God-fearing, and being happy or 
satisfied with life were named as elements of human well-be-
ing. Somewhat to the surprise of the Western researchers, a 
spiritual life and religious observance are woven into other 
aspects of well-being. (Myers, 2011, p. 32)
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The “desire to feel better about oneself and a wish for a sense of 
dignity and respect” are central to the agenda of the recipients 
of development services: “Poor people feel nonexistent, value-
less, and humiliated” (Wink, 1992, p. 101). As much as the de-
velopment agencies and the theoretical frame workers of social 
capital and other development-like theories think their theories 
follow universal logics, their theories are bound by their val-
ues and their values follow their feelings. This was the implied 
trust of Walter Wink’s ideas when he asked, “how can we op-
pose evil without creating new evils and being made evil our-
selves?” (Wink, 1992, p. 3).
 As concluded by Narayan-Parker and colleagues (2000), the 
most important elements for development are not measured in 
dollars, but instead are measured in self-respect and dignity; 
when described by poor people themselves, this “means being 
able to live without being a burden to others” (Narayan-Parker, 
Chambers, Shaw, & Petesch, 2000, p. 27) and “living without 
extending one’s hand; living without being subservient to any-
body; and being able to bury dead family members decently” 
(Narayan-Parker et al. 2000, p. 27). Of course, we all can see the 
financial implications of these requests for dignity, but money 
is not the real currency at stake. The currency is psychological—
well-being, human dignity, and relationships in community—
all crucial feelings people around the world need.
 From Myers we conclude that the centrality of feelings comes 
about because of relationships: “Ultimately, the effectiveness of 
transformational development comes down, not to theory, prin-
ciples, or tools, but to people. Transformation is about transform-
ing relationships, and relationships are transformed by people” 
(Myers, 2011, p. 219)—people who belong, believe and behave ac-
cording to their values and are guided by their feelings.
Ethics of Feelings as Spiritual Force for Development Rationale
 To fight the top down approach to development work, My-
ers (2011) and those who follow him have called upon spiritual 
values that are religious in nature. 
Said another way, the process by which we work with the 
community is not just a problem-solving or appreciative exer-
cise. It must be a spiritual exercise, an exercise in discernment. 
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We need to integrate the methods of the spiritual disciplines 
into our development activities and use them as part of the 
development process. We must learn to be as spiritually dis-
cerning as we are professionally discerning. (p. 248)
This article proposes that the operational underlying logic of 
such conclusions is always associated to values and feelings. 
Just like capitalism was shown long time ago as being based on 
Christian values. In relation to capitalism, Weber stated:
At the same time it expresses a type of feeling which is close-
ly connected with certain religious ideas. If we thus ask, why 
should “money be made out of men”, Benjamin Franklin him-
self, although he was a colorless deist, answers in his auto-
biography with a quotation from the Bible, which his strict 
Calvinistic father drummed into him again and again in his 
youth: “Seest thou a man diligent in his business? He shall 
stand before kings” (Proverbs 22:29). The earning of money 
within the modern economic order is, so long as it is done 
legally, the result and the expression of virtue and proficiency 
in a calling; and this virtue and proficiency are, as it is now 
not difficult to see, the real Alpha and Omega of Franklin’s 
ethic, as expressed in the passages we have quoted, as well as 
in all his works without exception. (Weber, 2001, p. 53)
Max Weber’s ideas about capitalism were founded on the feel-
ings he interpreted from the words of the parents of American 
capitalism, who in turn had Christian ideas or motivations 
stemming from biblical texts and even deists like Benjamin 
Franklin. We propose that Myers’ spiritual values are rooted 
in feelings. This proposition does not attempt to legitimize or 
delegitimize the Christian spiritual values of Myers or to judge 
the religious values of the development agencies and or the de-
velopment recipients. Based on these ideas, this article proposes 
that a simple match of values and feelings between funders and 
recipients will facilitate working relationships that can in turn 
be translated into a bottom up approach, or searcher mentality, 
or what Myers called “walking with the poor: principles and 
practices of transformational development” (2011, p. i).
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How Would It Look Like?
 An ethical model has been developed based on data and 
information obtained from study participants in the four Lat-
in American countries. The multidimensional model described 
earlier proposes that if development agencies share, for instance, 
the value of water as primary, then such agencies can begin the 
value matching process with participant communities (Diaz et 
al., 2008). Obviously nothing is simple or one sided; we propose, 
however, that everything is value-laden and feelings-focused, 
even if the feelings are hidden in theoretical layers of social sci-
ences jargon. 
 In our view, development agencies need to begin their work 
by advertising their values, truest feelings and guiding princi-
ples. All proposed development work ought to stem from the 
values and deep feelings of the indigenous populations. Chris-
tian development organizations are encouraged to share their 
values and feelings, even as they try to reach out to non-Chris-
tian populations. Development organizations, as well as mem-
bers of targeted populations, are encouraged to rely on feelings 
and values as guiding principles, and not necessarily on beliefs 
and doctrines. We contend that a good match of intrinsic values 
and feelings can foster an effective working relationship and 
sustainable development more effectively than particular socio-
logical theories. 
 Nations and organizations promoting socio-economic devel-
opment must start their work by clearly communicating what 
they are seeking to gain or accomplish. They should substitute 
the White Man’s Burden described by Easterly with the values and 
feelings that power such burden and communicate it in an up-
front manner. They should seek to identify the values and feel-
ings of service recipients and highlight those that represent com-
mon ground. The logic of feelings and values, not one of social 
science’s preconceived notions, ought to overtly guide develop-
ment work. Seeking to attain as close a value and feelings match 
as possible is a basis for development work. This will be likely 
to facilitate working relationships of equality and exponentially 
increase the possibility of success in development work.
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Social work education has placed central importance on the develop-
ment of intercultural competency and more recently, cultural humili-
ty.	Strategies	for	effectively	leveraging	technology,	logistics,	place	and	
pedagogy are essential within increasingly diverse education and prac-
tice	settings.	This	study	explores	how	two	Western	Michigan	Univer-
sity	(WMU)	social	work	faculty	members	teaching	at	off-campus	sites	
developed an on-line learning course in Chicago in collaboration with 
sociologists from the Chicago Center for Culture and Urban Life. Fol-
lowing four weeks of online and Skype-based learning, master’s level 
social work students interacted directly with diverse communities over 
an intensive four-day travel experience. Utilizing Freirean pedagogy, 
they engaged with communities through participation in dialogue and 
critical	reflection	of	current	social	and	economic	conditions	in	the	City	
of	Chicago.	Students	also	visited	Hull	House,	a	site	of	the	Settlement	
House Movement that preceded the rise of the profession of social 
work. Following completion of the course, students reported its impact 
on their learning experiences which included: increased awareness of 
their own beliefs, biases, and values; increased knowledge of stigma-
tized	communities;	and	critical	reflection	on	their	own	experiences	of	
power, privilege, and oppression. Quantitative and qualitative analyses 
of	student	reflection	papers	showed	development	of	cultural	humility	
and intercultural competencies. This model may be useful for faculty 
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Introduction
 What should be the strategy and mission of the social work 
profession? This article contends that the cross-cultural educa-
tion of social work practitioners is central to the strategy and 
mission of the profession. As educators and practitioners, we 
continue to work within and against systems that confer pow-
er, teaching students how to analyze and confront structural 
oppression that produces dehumanizing effects on people. Ed-
ucation is a key feature of social and economic development. 
Emancipatory approaches to education (Freire, 1970/2007; Me-
zirow, 1997) encourage learners to take note and reflect on what 
is happening around them in order to understand the larger 
systems of privilege and oppression that impact their lives and 
the lives of others. At the micro-practice level, education for hu-
man development is core to our mission, vision and values as 
social work professionals (Gielser, 2013; Hernández & Dunbar, 
2007). At the mezzo and macro-practice levels, education lays a 
foundation for social and economic development, as well as the 
advancement of human rights and civil liberties. 
 The International Council of Social Work (ICSW) Global Agen-
da suggests the following professional goals: to promote social 
and economic equality, to promote the dignity and worth of 
all people, to work toward environmental sustainability, and 
to increase recognition of the importance of human relation-
ships (ICSW, 2012). Likewise, effective strategies to “harness 
technology for social good” align with the Grand Challenges in 
Social Work (Sherraden et al., 2015). We propose that leveraging 
technology, logistics, place, and pedagogy in an intercultural 
social work course is an approach strategically aligned with the 
profession’s current aspirations and global agenda. We pres-
ent a mixed methods study of a social work distance education 
and	students	in	traditional	university	settings	and	distance	education	
programs, as well as for practitioners in need of continuing education 
and professional development. 
Key Words: cultural competence, development, distance education, di-
versity, online teaching, technology
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course that combines online and experiential learning in order 
to develop students’ intercultural knowledge, skills, and values. 
Current Challenges in Teaching Diversity
and Intercultural Competence
 Cultural competence places emphasis on the knowledge, 
values and skills needed for practitioner proficiency in diverse 
professional-client relationships (NASW, 2007), whereas cultur-
al humility focuses on addressing systemic causes of oppres-
sion and injustice and a commitment to lifelong learning (Hook, 
Davis, Owen, Worthington, & Utsey, 2013; Ortega & Coulborn 
Faller, 2011; Schuldberg et al., 2012). Building self-awareness of 
one’s own privileged and oppressed identities begins a lifelong 
process of confronting one’s beliefs and biases about persons 
different from oneself. This on-going transformative process is 
necessary, but not without difficulties. As faculty, we are chal-
lenged in helping students and future practitioners to under-
stand the complex intersectionality of gender, race, age, ethnic-
ity, religion, sexual orientation, and other cultural dynamics 
(Lee & Priester, 2014). Approaches to teaching the requisite 
knowledge, skills, and values for competent social workers may 
range from traditional classroom methods to consciousness 
raising, field experiences, study abroad, service learning, and 
online learning. 
 Deepak, Rountree, and Scott (2015) found that “class discus-
sions related to diversity, power, and white privilege engender 
strong emotions and strained interactions among students and 
faculty, who need the skills and self-awareness to navigate these 
challenging moments” (p. 110). Social work faculty must be will-
ing and able to work through these conflicts and normalize the 
discomfort that accompanies sharing differing opinions and ex-
periences in a classroom setting. However, sometimes they are 
not willing or able to “go there.” As one participant observed, 
“the inability to ‘go there’ can lead some instructors to act as ref-
erees [among students], preventing the classes from discussing 
difficult topics” (p. 116). Emotional and intellectual engagement 
is needed in learning environments and is supported by devel-
oping rules of engagement for dialogue, modeling, encouraging 
difficult conversations and emphasizing critical thinking and 
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self-reflection on how social justice relates to them personally 
and professionally.
 Faculty concerns about course evaluations may be an addi-
tional factor in the effective teaching of this topic. In the same 
study, one instructor reflected that all but one faculty member 
that teaches the course at this university were at the adjunct lev-
el. This was attributed to the fact that tenure-track faculty avoid 
teaching the diversity course because student evaluations tend 
to be lower due to the nature of the content (Deepak et al., 2015). 
White/European American faculty members may struggle with 
concerns about legitimacy because they are sometimes perceived 
as lacking the life experience and insider knowledge about the 
lives of people of color (Le-Doux & Montalvo, 2008). Moreover, 
they may be operating with the false assumption that race is only 
relevant to people of color (Miller, Hyde, & Ruth, 2004). 
 By contrast, faculty of color may face students’ defensive-
ness, disinterest, or denial of racial oppression (Le-Doux & 
Montalvo, 2008); student challenges to their objectivity and 
competence (Miller, Donner & Fraser, 2004; Wong, 2004); and 
feeling overburdened with the responsibility for diversity con-
tent and concerns (Le-Doux & Montalvo, 2008). Discomfort is a 
sign that we need to continue the conversation and consider ap-
propriate action. If education is about learning to see the world 
in new ways, then it is bound at times to leave us confused, 
angry or challenged. It is essential that White/European Amer-
ican social workers view themselves as being inside race rela-
tions, rather than apart from them (Todd, 2011). Concerns about 
whiteness and its implications may be “an opportunity for work-
ing with students to construct professional identities through 
ambivalence, understanding that practice is always haunted by 
unresolvable histories and unintended effects” (p. 131). Deepak, 
Rountree and Scott (2015) contend that being “inside relations 
of racism is to recognize that White privilege is a benefit of rac-
ism, even when unwanted and unintended. White social work-
ers cannot save communities of color but can work alongside as 
allies as they embrace the ambivalence of being implicated in 
relations of racism” (p. 110).
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Service Learning
 Service learning for some may be a powerful learning ex-
perience, but for many it is viewed as a privilege. The goal of 
service learning is to synthesize learned theory and knowledge 
with experience, while also promoting critical theory and re-
flexive process (Butin, 2006). Sherraden, Lough, and McBride 
(2008) observed that international volunteers from Europe and 
the United States tend to be young, affluent and White. The 
concept of service learning is predicated on the student who 
is childless, single, has full- time student status and is finan-
cially stable. Moreover, demographics in post-secondary edu-
cation continue to change, with students increasing in age as 
well as pursuing education on a part-time basis (Butin, 2006). 
Koch, Ross, Wendell & Aleksandrova-Howell (2014) evaluated 
a service learning course where students traveled to Belize for 
ten days and worked in conjunction with a planned project at 
an elementary school. Service learning students reported the 
following impacts: changes in diversity attitudes, professional 
development, knowledge immersion, personal development, 
group and interpersonal relations, cultural identity, and emo-
tional impact of relationships. 
Immersion Learning
 Immersion experiences may or may not include a service 
component. Marshall and Wieling (2000) describe immersion 
experiences as “cultural plunges” where students develop cul-
tural understanding and empathy through brief encounters 
with members of a host culture in a local setting. Simply put, 
a cultural plunge is individual exposure to persons or groups 
markedly different in culture (ethnicity, language, socioeco-
nomic status, sexual orientation, and/or physical exceptionality) 
from that of the individual taking the plunge. Immersion learn-
ing may be used to challenge students’ biases and stereotypes 
and encourage self-reflection and exploration. Drabble, Sen, and 
Oppenheimer (2012) describe a classroom-based transcultural 
immersion, with an approach that de-emphasizes the role of the 
instructor as experts about culture, and honors instead the posi-
tionality and self-reflexivity of students who implicitly struggle 
with privileged and oppressed identities.
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The Need for Integrative Use of Technology
 Adding to the pedagogical complexity of teaching diversity, 
social work educators continue to seek creative ways to integrate 
learning with advances in technology in the educational expe-
rience (Anderson-Meger, 2011; Coe Regan & Freddolino, 2008). 
Students interact with their peers (and arguably future clients) 
in online environments. E-learning forums, particularly when 
used in a hybrid or blended-learning environment, may be a 
useful tool for social work professional socialization (Arnold 
& Paulus, 2010; Phelan, 2015). Moreover, social workers must 
demonstrate sensitivity to cultural diversity in face-to-face and 
online interactive formats. Social workers have an ethical obli-
gation to appropriately integrate technological tools in order to 
best serve clients (López Peláez & Díaz, 2016; Malamud, 2011). 
Likewise, educators are responsible for preparing students to be 
able to perform this task (Coe Regan & Freddolino, 2008; Rob-
bins & Singer, 2014). 
Course Development and Context
 The Intercultural Social Work course in Chicago merged con-
cepts from the online learning, cultural plunges, and conscious-
ness raising methods described above. Informally, we described 
the course as a “study-abroad-within” a U.S. urban center. The 
course was developed over a two-year period in collaboration 
with the Chicago Center for Urban Life and Culture (CCULC). 
Faculty from the university worked with CCULC to develop 
course content that aligned with planned experiences in Chica-
go and included sociological and social work perspectives. The 
course was launched in 2013. As distance education partners 
situated about 70 miles apart in Benton Harbor and Grand Rap-
ids Michigan, course instructors identified an opportunity to 
facilitate dialogue across off-campus sites using Skype-based 
technology so that students at the two locations could begin to 
dialogue about their life, work, learning experiences, as well 
as discuss the course readings and planned activities. Benton 
Harbor is a racially diverse community, with African Ameri-
can students representing a majority of the students in the 
MSW Program. The Grand Rapids area is less diverse, socially 
conservative, with White/European Americans representing a 
61Technology, Pedagogical Approaches and Intercultural Competence
majority of MSW students at this location. Prior to the course, 
the Benton Harbor and Grand Rapids sites had very limited if 
any direct social interaction. 
 The Intercultural Social Work Chicago course was organized 
into three online modules of sequenced readings, videos, writ-
ing assignments and discussion forums. At the conclusion of 
each module, students posted an online response to questions 
such as what new insights did you gain from the readings? How does 
this shape your understanding of culture, race, ethnicity, institution-
al	inequality	and	oppression?	How	does	the	past	shape	and	influence	
present and future relationships among diverse people/cultures? Stu-
dents also composed a Letter	to	Self	at the beginning of the four-
day weekend. Each letter was returned at the end of the course 
so the students could compare and contrast against their initial 
and current beliefs and opinions in composing a final self-re-
flection paper. 
Immersion Experiences
 Students visited Chicago for four days, interacting directly 
with several communities with whom they previously had lim-
ited access or understanding: Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Trans-
sexual (LGBT) seniors at the LGBT Center on Halsted, homeless 
veterans at the Featherfist agency, young muralists in the Pilsen 
Mexican-American community, urban gardeners in the Puer-
to Rican community, Indian small business owners of Devon 
Street, and leaders of the African-American southside commu-
nities. Students also visited the Jane Addams Hull House, the 
site where settlement house movement originated as a precur-
sor of the profession of social work. Staff from the Chicago Cen-
ter for Urban Life and Culture (CCULC) served as guides as 
students traversed cultural and geographical city boundaries 
on foot, by bus, and by public transportation. CCULC teaches 
the use of “first voice pedagogy,” engaging students in dialogue 
with individuals situated in communities in order to view the 
world from their perspective (Chesebro, Nelson, Schmidt, & 
Holloway, 2010). A lead sociologist from the CCULC and course 
instructors co-facilitated group debriefing discussions with stu-
dents following interactions with communities. Students were 
thus able to see how the social contexts, including language, 
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economics, culture, and geography, interacted to shape the lives 
of the people with whom they met. 
Methods
 
 Our research relies on a critical, intercultural approach, 
which includes an analysis of the interplay between culture, so-
cial location, and societal systems of power and privilege (Or-
tega & Coulborn Faller, 2011). The authors explored the impact 
of the hybrid-experiential intercultural course in Chicago on 
graduate students’ development of intercultural competencies. 
To meet this goal we utilized a mixed method approach. The 
authors obtained Human Subjects Institutional Review Board 
(HSIRB) approval and written permission from each student for 
anonymous use of self-reflection papers. The request for per-
mission was sent after course grades were posted to reduce the 
potential for demand characteristics and possible undue influ-
ence on students’ consent to participate. Qualitative informa-
tion was obtained from students’ self-reflection papers, which 
students composed within one week of the course travel expe-
rience. An open coded analysis of themes was generated using 
the approach described by Denzin & Lincoln (2005). 
 Quantitative data were collected from retrospective self-as-
sessments that students completed one week after the course 
travel experience. Data were analyzed using simple exploratory 
methods comparing mean scores on a 5-point Likert-scaled sur-
vey. Participants ranged in age from 22 to 50 years of age. Of the 
41 students from two courses, 38 were female (93%) and 4 were 
male (7%). A total of 14 identified as African American, two as 
Hispanic/Latino, one as Asian American, and 24 as Caucasian. 
A total of two students identified as having a disability and one 
as a member of the LGBT community. 
Data Collection and Analysis
 Students’ written self-reflection papers were submitted via 
electronic drop boxes on the course learning management sys-
tem. Following the posting of course grades, written permis-
sion was obtained for anonymous use of self-reflection papers. 
Students were asked to write a six- to seven-page paper that de-
scribed their assumptions about culture, economics or worldview 
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and how they were challenged as a result of the course. Students 
were also asked to reflect upon how what they learned is likely to 
impact their social work practice in the future. 
 Following the course travel experience, students additional-
ly completed retrospective self-assessments of their understand-
ing of the communities with whom they interacted, before and 
after the course. Students ranked their level of understanding 
on a five point Likert-scale, with 1=Poor, 2=Fair, 3=Good, 4=Very 
Good, and 5=Excellent with regard to their knowledge of seven 
communities: Muslim, homeless veterans, Mexican-American, 
Indian, LGBT seniors, persons with disabilities, and Jane Add-
ams Hull House. Simple mean scores for each question were cal-
culated. Mean score before and after the course were compared. 
If they improved, students were asked to share what they at-
tributed the improvement to, e.g. course readings, assignments, 
discussion forums, debriefing experiences, presentations from 
instructors, and/or interactions with community members. 
Results
 
 Student self-assessment data were collected in a pre-test and 
post-test format, prior to and after the completion of all course 
readings, discussion forums, and travel activities. The initial re-
sults showed that students may have been overestimating their 
pre-course knowledge of marginalized communities. For exam-
ple, students may have overrated their levels of understanding 
of a particular community. After the completing the course, one 
student commented “I didn’t know, what I didn’t know.” The 
student had self-evaluated as a 3.0 or “good” prior to taking the 
course and 2.5 after the course. 
 Although this student’s knowledge had improved, the 
growth was not reflected in the traditional pre-post model of as-
sessment. Students’ post-course self-assessment scores trending 
downward was more a reflection of a realization of the limits of 
their pre-course knowledge. For the purpose of this study and 
ongoing assessment, we revised the administration of student 
self-assessments to a retrospective process (Pratt, McGuigan, & 
Katzev, 2000). Students evaluated their pre-course knowledge 
retrospectively at the end of the course, “knowing what you 
now know.” A summary of retrospective self-assessment data 
is displayed in the table below.
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These data suggest improvement in students’ perceived cultural 
knowledge of the communities they learned about in the course. 
Their understanding of the history, culture, strengths and resil-
iency of marginalized populations expanded at the same time 
they developed a newfound appreciation of the limits of their 
own knowledge and thus a sense of cultural humility. Statistical 
analyses were not conducted, however we believe the difference 
in pre and post-course ratings has practical implications. 
Self-Reflection	Paper	Excerpts
 Qualitative information gathered from the students’ self-re-
flection papers was organized around four themes representing 
major areas of acquisition of knowledge, learning and personal 
growth. A fifth theme emerged describing the impact of their 
experiences on their professional identities as social workers 
and their future social work practice. 
Increased Knowledge of Marginalized Communities
 Students are often very surprised, even shocked, to learn 
that communities they visit are very different from what they 
anticipated. They become intensely aware of how little they 
know about people unlike themselves and may feel ashamed 
of their ignorance (Nieto, 2006). This promotes a new desire to 
learn about cultural groups with which they are unfamiliar. For 
example, students commented about their gained knowledge of 
diversity and gender roles within Muslim communities:
Table 1: Retrospective Student Self-Assessment Data
Community           Before       After               Difference
Muslim 1.68 3.58 1.90
Homeless Veteran 2.21 3.53 1.32
Mexican American 1.37 3.84 2.47
East Indian 1.37 3.89 2.52
LGBT Seniors 2.58 3.95 1.37
Persons with Disabilities 2.63 3.95 1.32
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I also was not aware of the diversity within the Muslim com-
munity of Chicago. According to Numrich, (2005) [assigned 
reading], ‘the Muslim community reflects ethnic diversity 
of global Islam established by Bosnians, Arabs and African 
Americans.’ This diversity was evident in the Mosque that we 
visited, as men from various ethnic backgrounds were pres-
ent and participating in the prayer service.
Mr. Ali [Muslim community leader] also provided an inter-
esting explanation of why women are separated from men 
in the worship area. I had always assumed that the separa-
tion was one of subjugation, and had not thought about there 
being a logistical cause of the traditional separation, or that 
women may have felt more comfortable in the back, where 
they were not “on view” for all of the men.
 Students visited several neighborhoods in the Southside re-
flecting the economic diversity of the area. They observed the 
poverty and lack of grocery stores in one region with middle 
and upper middle class families a few blocks away, and the ex-
pensive home of former civil rights leader Malcolm X. One stu-
dent was struck by the lack of access to restrooms in an impov-
erished neighborhood we visited. Another noted the diversity 
and celebration of culture: 
Taking a tour of Southside of Chicago was interesting. One 
of the first things which surprised me was to learn was that 
the police station was considered a ‘safe place’ to use the 
restroom … This was explained to us [by locals] that was a 
‘safe place’ due to south side having a high homeless popu-
lation and shop owners did not allow the public to use the 
restrooms.
Through our various stops at agencies and communities I felt 
I heard from many voices of Chicago. I feel I celebrated in the 
communities and learned of their cultures.
Likewise, a student expressed a sense of ignorance of the plight 
of veterans following our visit to a homeless shelter for veterans:
Veterans are an extremely neglected population and it causes 
me great shame to admit this. Remembering the individuals 
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who put their life on the line for us privileged Americans, to 
come back home to nothing, is disheartening.
Students were able to connect personal observations with course 
readings. It was essential that they acknowledged their positive 
and negative thoughts and feelings about what they learned. 
Faculty members also emphasized the limits of their knowledge 
as social and economic systems are constantly changing.  
Experience Being an Outsider
 In many instances, students felt like outsiders during the trip 
to Chicago. Their own social identities and previous life expe-
riences contributed to this sense of being an outsider at certain 
points during the course. Nieto (2006) notes that “many Eu-
ro-American students have managed to avoid being in a situation 
where the predominant ethnicity is different than their own” (p. 
80). Feeling like an outsider is helpful in building empathic skills 
in social work students, if they receive support in this process. 
Students shared their emotions and discomfort. Helping students 
transition from personal to professional values requires support-
ive listening, clarifying questioning, and ongoing acknowledge-
ment of these feelings of being an outsider. 
When I walked in, I felt very uncomfortable. I felt like every-
one was staring at us, knowing that we did not belong there. 
Once inside and we were watching the [Muslim] service and 
prayer, I felt more comfortable being a silent observer.
Nonetheless, stepping out of a car as a young white woman 
into the place of worship of a population I am not a part of 
quickly pushed me into a place of awareness. Awareness that 
I was quickly turned into a minority, that no amount of edu-
cation can prepare you to be immersed into an uncomfortable 
situation, and that my current feelings of nervousness were 
ones felt by many within this population daily.
 Students in our course came primarily from West Michi-
gan, Christian backgrounds, and had had little or no exposure 
to non-Christian faiths. In discussion groups we asked students 
where their ideas about non-Christians came from, what types 
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of information such sources might omit, and whose interests 
are served by these limited or incomplete views. 
 Students also experienced the feeling of being the object 
of another’s gaze while visiting a community organization for 
persons with disabilities: 
During parts of the weekend, I experienced being a part of 
the minority group, or the group of ‘outsiders.’ People in the 
community sometimes stopped one of us to ask about our 
group, but other times I noticed people just staring. When we 
were touring the [Disabled Persons] Access Living building, I 
even saw one of the employees come over and take a picture 
of our group from across the room. I felt a bit odd in those 
situations, but it made me think about how other minority 
groups feel on a regular basis. Even when they are not treated 
differently, there are probably often others watching them, 
just because they look different than the norm. 
 Another student noted her discomfort in feeling like an out-
sider in the LGBT community:
This trip caused me to be thankful for my conservative city 
and state. I felt completely out of place and most uncomfort-
able in the LGBT communities. I do not consider myself ho-
mophobic, but maybe I am according to other’s definitions.
Having a new reference point to view and evaluate herself, 
the student felt temporarily upset or challenged. In her paper, 
she questioned whether she was “homophobic” by profession-
al standards. This is an important beginning from which one 
can develop intercultural competencies. Feeling unsafe about 
expressing their views because they may be judged may lead 
to a culture of silence in the classroom, which can in turn pre-
vent personal and professional development. Faculty members 
should acknowledge at what stage the student is and respect-
fully challenge him/her to move from the personal to the pro-
fessional to help them to better advocate on behalf of LGBT per-
sons, couples, families, and communities.
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Increased Awareness of Beliefs, Biases, and Values
 Students had the opportunity to ask questions and further 
examine their own experiences through their exposure to in-
dividuals, families, and community leaders in various neigh-
borhoods. Cultural immersion experiences expose students to 
groups with whom they never may have had the opportunity to 
interact. Students shared how their experiences increased their 
awareness of beliefs, biases and personal values. Some students 
commented about segregation in Chicago and how their per-
sonal beliefs had been challenged:
Another personal misconception I had created in my mind 
was the negative ideas in relation to segregated communities 
within Chicago. I have viewed these distinct and separate 
communities as a negative in which groups were forced to 
live within the confines of an area.
The thing which shocked me the most was how self-segregat-
ed Chicago still seems today. I was always under the impres-
sion that since Chicago is a northern city, it would not have 
the same influences or problems with segregation as cities 
further south.
Similarly, students were challenged to reexamine their beliefs 
and ideas about Muslims, homeless veterans, and women from 
India. They were able to find common ground and a shared 
sense of humanity with people they had initially perceived as 
very different from themselves: 
In the past, I have perceived Muslim males to be chauvinistic, 
angry and controlling men, with overly subservient wives … 
I also did not think that they believed in God.
I have no idea what world I have been living in, but if I would 
have been asked to describe a homeless vet it would not have 
looked like either of the men that stood before me. I might have 
said a white man in a wheelchair, dirty, on a street corner with 
no legs. I was disappointed in myself for my judgment.
This [experience] immediately shattered the image I had of 
[East] Indian women being meek, mild, and subservient.
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In the diverse communities of Devon Street, students were able 
to appreciate the ordinary lives of people different from them-
selves after visiting a hair salon, grocery stores, and human ser-
vice agencies. Faculty members debriefed students while mov-
ing through the city, asking students to share their reactions 
and observations. Students reflected upon the varying social 
and economic conditions. 
Increased Awareness of Power, Privilege, and Oppression
 The course challenged students to consider the many ways 
in which systems of power, privilege and oppression operate 
within our society today. Two different types of awareness be-
came evident in the student narratives. Several students felt 
challenged as a result of seeing privilege, power or oppression 
in institutions serving the interests of the elite, while other stu-
dents noticed their own role as oppressors. Both types of aware-
ness encourage students to challenge themselves and the sys-
tems and institutions around them:
Through these experiences, I realized just how much oppres-
sion was ingrained into our world and industries. Having 
male and female bathrooms is a way that society is pushing 
out transgender or gender non-conforming individuals when 
in reality they could be more included very easily with a sim-
ple change.
I was surprised by my personal feelings of fear within this 
moment and then regretful of having these emotions, be-
cause in my mind I am not a racist person and I do not op-
press groups. However, I cannot truly say that due to uncon-
scious feelings and through my unearned personal privilege 
as a white woman I oppress without trying to.
For the first time, some students were coming to terms with per-
sonal, internalized conflicts around a privileged and oppressed 
identities, and the social and economic implications of these 
identities. 
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Impact on Professional Identity and Future Practice
 As social work educators prepare students for profession-
al practice, they must focus on the value of cultural humility. 
A truly effective course should prepare students to take action 
when they return home. We worked towards the integration of 
students’ learning experiences in the course and their future 
practice as social workers:
I learned how to participate in a group that is diverse in age 
and opinions. But what I am most proud of is that, I believe 
I have matured enough to listen and respect other cultures.
I learned that I had the obligation to respectfully hold that 
student [peer] accountable ... I learned that I could have rec-
ognized this as an opportunity to advocate for myself as an 
African American [rather than being silent]. Otherwise, I may 
not recognize opportunities to advocate on behalf of a client. 
I intend to educate and advocate others who are unaware of 
the stigma and discrimination that LGBT older adults face.
I recognize that cultural sensitivity and cultural awareness 
are something I must practice daily.
Students were able to identify the potential long-term impact of 
the course on them personally and professionally. The ability to 
confront one’s personal biases, acknowledge the limits of one’s 
understanding of others, and develop cultural humility are es-
sential to the education of social workers within systems of pow-
er, privilege and oppression. We contend that these are also skills 
that must be consistently modeled by social work educators.
Discussion
 
 Analyses of self-assessment data and self-reflection papers 
revealed that students benefitted from the experience of being 
an outsider. Educational outcomes included increased aware-
ness of their own beliefs, values, and biases; increased knowl-
edge of marginalized communities; and increased awareness 
of the dynamics of power, privilege, and oppression. Their ex-
periences impacted their perceptions of themselves and others, 
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and will undoubtedly influence their future social work prac-
tice. Emancipatory educator Paulo Freire notes, “those who au-
thentically commit themselves to the people must reexamine 
themselves constantly” (Freire, 1970, p. 60). For social workers 
to engage with others effectively, they need to continually think 
critically about personal biases and how they may intentionally 
or unintentionally contribute to systems of power and oppres-
sion. 
 Affective and experiential educational models may help 
students increase awareness and cultural understanding. “Too 
often, racism is taught as an abstract construct with emphasis 
on knowledge of oppression and discrimination, but with little 
focus on how to really change that which must first be changed: 
ourselves” (Loya & Cuevas, 2010, p. 292). It can be challenging 
for faculty members to teach students to confront the oppres-
sive assumptions that are built into societal discourses. To effec-
tively confront oppressive structures in society, social workers 
must first engage in ongoing self-examination to confront the 
oppressor within themselves (Quiñones, 2007). 
 Educational institutions may unintentionally perpetuate 
discrimination and biases through the way courses are assigned 
to faculty members. Diversity courses may be taught almost ex-
clusively by adjunct faculty and/or faculty of color due to per-
ceived and actual concerns about students’ course evaluations, 
and the nature of the content. This may lead to professors and 
content becoming marginalized (Le-Doux & Montalvo, 2008). 
Diversity and social justice content may focus on “each other” 
rather than on the meaning and significance of the personal and 
institutional dimensions of privilege and power (Jani, Pierce, 
Oritz, & Sowbel, 2011; Rothenberg, 2016). 
 Cultural immersion experiences combined with critical 
consciousness-raising challenge students to actively examine 
themselves, their own biases and their roles as oppressors. As 
a result, students grow in self-awareness and cultural humili-
ty. The skills and awareness developed in this course are not 
quickly converted to mastery, but rather begin the practice of 
questioning ourselves from a cultural humility stance. Cultur-
al humility is a reflexive skill we should continue to develop 
throughout our careers as social workers.
 The extended weekend format is both feasible and attrac-
tive to distance education and non-traditional students. The 
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hybrid format supports high quality instructional delivery and 
a feeling of safety in preparing for discussion and interaction 
with stigmatized communities. The course also developed stu-
dents’ capacity for critical reflection—an awareness of how one 
is informed by one’s own culture and makes sense of cultur-
al differences subjectively. These skills, though difficult to de-
fine and quantify, are becoming increasingly important as stu-
dents seek employment, opportunities for advocacy, and social 
change within the global context.
Limitations
 This approach to teaching cross cultural competence and 
cultural humility may be useful for teaching similar social 
work courses and seminars. However, the authors have identi-
fied several limitations of this model. For those located in a re-
gion near Chicago, travel may be feasible. This intensive course 
was not feasible for students living too far from the Chicago re-
gion. Several other students were not able to participate due to 
time or cost constraints. This may have led to sample bias. An-
other limitation involves the small number of participants, two 
groups of 21 and 20 students, respectively. Finally, the inclusion 
of faculty members as participants in the reflexive learning pro-
cess may have contributed to bias. In spite of these limitations, 
this study serves as a starting point for future studies aiming 
to identify ways in which intercultural competencies are devel-
oped among social work students and practitioners.
Conclusions and Implications
 We need to address the lack of congruence between the mis-
sion and values of social work and social work practices, partic-
ularly in academia (Deepak et al., 2015). Social work students 
are typically required to complete a course on cultural compe-
tence and diversity. However, such a course many not fully pre-
pare them to see how they are connected to systems that confer 
power and privilege. Without such understanding, social work-
ers are not able to confront systems of power, privilege and 
oppression within and outside themselves. Knowledge-based 
curricula serve to educate students about marginalized groups, 
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such as members of the LGBT community. Nevertheless, with-
out a critical analysis of structural and institutional features of 
oppression, such curricula may unintentionally reinforce ste-
reotypes and alienate those with whom we work (Rothenburg, 
2016). Cultural humility is needed to empower communities 
and promote social and economic development. 
 Well-planned and evaluated hybrid-experiential learning 
programs can stimulate academic inquiry and promote inter-
disciplinary learning, civic engagement, career development, 
intercultural competence and other professional and intellec-
tual skills. Arguably, the needs of distance education students 
may be well served by modifying the traditional face-to-face 
classroom methods of teaching diversity in social work and 
combining online and immersion learning models. Such cours-
es may also serve to develop students’ e-social work skills, 
which is of strategic importance to the profession (López Peláez 
& Díaz, 2016). 
 The course proposes a model for professional development 
and continuing education of more advanced practitioners. Fi-
nally, the course provides a general framework for development 
of collaboration between social workers and sociologists, urban 
centers for culture, and distance education sites seeking new 
approaches to developing intercultural competency and cultur-
al humility from across the globe. 
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Introduction
 
 The impact of the 2008 financial crisis reached a global 
scale, almost with the same intensity as the Stock Market Crash 
of 1929 (Piketty, 2015). The structural problems that weighed on 
Europe were underscored (Del Pino & Rubio, 2013), deepening a 
regressive tendency in social protection expenditure which be-
gan in the 1990s. The welfare systems of EU-28 countries were 
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The current retrenchment of social protection in capitalist welfare 
economies has triggered the expansion of aid-based practices in re-
sponse to vulnerability, far removed from the ideals of social work. This 
study analyzes the practices and strategies of social workers that take 
part in regional minimum income systems (MIS) in Spain, using a 
qualitative approach that makes it possible to demonstrate leading pro-
fessional discourses. Findings show a limited consolidation of regional 
policies	on	minimum	income	in	Spain,	resulting	in	significant	regional	
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of local and regional MIS. They propose that social work must move 
away from bureaucratic habits of social control and seek to strengthen 
citizenship and promote social development. 
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transformed, but the negative consequences of austerity poli-
cies were especially striking in southern European countries, 
specifically in Spain and Greece (European Anti-Poverty Net-
work [EAPN], 2105). 
 The reforms carried out in recent years hold a re-familiar-
ization hidden within the functions undertaken by the State 
(education, healthcare and basic social services) in the absence 
of a recalibration of the growing social imbalance (Petmesidou 
& Guillén, 2015) and a tendency towards the re-commercializa-
tion of social protection (Del Pino & Rubio, 2013). With regard to 
Spain, in 2014, the AROPE (at risk of poverty or social exclusion) 
rate includes 29.2% of the population, which represents 122 mil-
lion people (the European average is 24.4%). In Greece, it reaches 
36% of the population, and both countries, Greece and Spain, 
lead Europe in this respect. Statistics show that a sharp increase 
occurred from 2008 to 2014 (EAPN, 2015).
 The 7th Report on social development and exclusion (Fun-
dación FOESSA, 2014) reveals that, in the last seven years, the 
social divide has widened and the fully integrated population 
is increasingly smaller. The effect of the 2008 financial crisis 
has deepened the dualism of Spanish society, significantly im-
poverishing the middle and lower classes. In Spain, exclusion 
mostly affects young people and those who, before the crisis, 
were already vulnerable or marginalized. These include ethnic 
minority groups such as immigrants and gypsies. The crisis 
has impoverished the population, and most significantly, the 
middle class (Tezanos, Sotomayor, Sánchez-Morales & Díaz, 2013). This distinguishes the 2008 crisis from other previous crises. This crisis has affected “heads of households,“ including 
integrated and excluded citizens. The number of the “working 
poor“ increased from 11.7% in 2013 to 14.2% in 2014 due to the 
increase in the number of part-time employees. This affected 
16% of workers during the second quarter of 2015 (EAPN, 2015). 
Thus, employment is not an effective protective factor against 
poverty. Poverty has been compounded by a decrease in wage 
compensation and the freezing of the Multiplier for the Public 
Income Index (IPREM) in 2010.
 The Living Conditions Survey conducted by the National 
Statistics Institute (INE) shows an increase in the percentage of 
people under the poverty line, going from 20.4% in 2015 to 22.1% 
in 2014 (INE, 2016). Poverty in Spain mostly affects families and 
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children. Thirty point five percent of minors live in relative pov-
erty, 15.7% live in severe poverty, and 9.5% suffer from severe 
material deprivation (Save the Children, 2016). 
 These new families have not been targeted for social ser-
vices and they are becoming a highly vulnerable group because 
of this lack of institutional protection (Segado Sánchez-Cabe-
zudo, Osca Segovia, & López Peláez, 2013). Such families do not seek institutional support, but rather seek the support of their families and relatives, further impoverishing one another and generating the phenomenon referred to as “family-induced pov-
erty“ (Tezanos et al., 2013). Households which include minors 
and which are headed by women experience double exclusion. 
The empowerment of these households requires reconciliation 
and child poverty prevention efforts. Therefore, some authors 
claim that policies against poverty and social exclusion have 
been encountering the material and social consequences of the 
crisis and have not adapted to newly emerging social realities 
(Alguacil, 2012; Laparra & Pérez Eransus, 2010; Tezanos et al., 
2013). Strategies to fight poverty include minimum income sys-
tems (MIS). MIS has been inadequate, even though it is sup-
posed to represent a citizen “safety net“ when public and pri-
vate systems of social protection fail (Moreno, 2001). 
 Civil society efforts to meet basic necessities (soup kitchens, 
food and clothing distribution, eviction assistance, etc.) have 
emerged, given the lack of an effective government response. 
Civil sector initiatives have had a direct impact on social ser-
vices and models of social work practice. Their strategies go 
from guaranteeing rights to responding to needs through char-
ity, philanthropy and solidarity (Marí-Klose & Martínez Pérez, 
2015; Martínez, Cruz, & Ioakimidis, 2014). This presents a dual 
reality: (1) The lack of real policies for citizen development; and 
(2) the responsibility of social work professionals for managing 
this new social context. 
 This research study sought to explore this situation by inter-
viewing community social workers managing aid to families in 
the Spanish autonomous communities of Castile and León, and 
Andalusia. The first goal of this study was determine if public 
policies formulated in response to the crisis have been effective 
in alleviating needs or reducing social vulnerability. 
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 The MIS in Spain has experienced a steady increase in the 
number of beneficiaries and budgetary resources available to it. 
In spite of this, there are many inconsistencies from one auton-
omous community to the next related to regulations and obliga-
tions. These imbalances, or substantial differences, undermine 
social rights by region, in violation of the principles of Article 
9.2 of the Spanish Constitution. This article requires citizens’ 
access to full participation and integration in economic life un-
der equal conditions. It also highlights the duty of public au-
thorities to remove obstacles to access this right (Ministerio de 
Sanidad, Servicios Sociales e Igualdad, 2015).
 The autonomous community of Andalusia is currently de-
bating the modification of these regulations. Because of this, 
it now has the ability to formulate new policies to effectively 
guarantee material coverage of citizens and proper social inclu-
sion. Such policies must be consistent with existing laws related 
to basic income, enacted in response to the financial crisis. Laws 
in response to the crisis can be observed at the various levels of 
government in the areas of housing, employment, family and 
income. The litmus test for the effectiveness of these laws is the 
extent to which participants believe they solve their problems.
 This study also sought to determine if social workers are 
influencing social policy and contributing to the transformation 
of the reality of these families. This issue is related to others be-
yond the scope of this study, such as the professional autonomy 
of social workers and their role within bureaucratic organiza-
tions and in relation to institutional philosophies.
 These topics are not addressed in depth in this article, given 
limited scope of it.  Nevertheless, we will discuss them briefly, 
given their significance to the profession. Let’s put these issues 
in context. Mary Ellen Richmond proposed that social work is 
based on three pillars: social (social reform), professional (social 
intervention), and disciplinary (social research) (Berasaluze, 
2009). The metaphor of pillars might not be the best, given that, 
unlike social work, it is associated with a monolithic image of 
something disconnected from its surroundings. The three com-
ponents, reform, intervention and research, are three dimen-
sions of the concept of social work that must be balanced and 
intertwined. Unfortunately, currently there is an imbalance. 
The components of social reform and development are over-
shadowed by assistentialist intervention associated with social 
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adjustment, control, charity and outdated forms of welfare. To 
solve this we propose social change promoted by a modern 
state that guarantees social rights. Toren (1969) explains how “in its history, social work has long had a double focus: on so-
cial reform, on the one hand; and on facilitating adjustment of 
individuals to existing situations, on the other (Meyer, cited in 
Toren, 1969, p. 160). This research study focused on examining 
the narratives of social work professionals related to their par-
ticipation with MIS to explore this issue. It attempts to describe 
and explain the complexities and contradictions the profession 
experiences in this area. This study sought to understand how 
the mission and strategy of social work are linked to policies 
against poverty and exclusion, by focusing on two autonomous 
communities of Spain: Castile-León and Andalusia. This arti-
cle analyzes whether MIS and the profession of social work in 
Spain are fulfilling their goals.
Ambivalence in social work: Charity oversight
and development oriented social change
 When discussing exclusion, we almost inevitably make 
reference to integration, participation and democracy. Individ-
uals suffering from exclusion have experienced many failures 
and lack almost everything (Sánchez Alias & Jiménez Sánchez, 
2013). Social integration or reintegration will enable them to 
fully participate in society with all the corresponding rights 
and obligations. Integration involves the exercise of rights as 
citizens in the civil, political, social and economic arenas (Mar-
shall, 1997 [1949]). The exercise of economic citizenship implies 
the implementation “of broader and more universal social ser-
vices (as a fourth effective pillar of the welfare state), of policies 
that make housing accessible and of social wages or integration 
income […]. Our objective should be a general reintegration of 
economic aspects“ (Tezanos, 2008 p. 28).
 In that context, social work is “a profession based on an ac-
ademic discipline and practice that promotes social change and 
development, social cohesion and the empowerment and lib-
eration of people“ (International Federation of Social Workers 
[IFSW], 2014). Often, social workers engage in welfare and as-
sistance instead of reform. Although social work’s mission calls 
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for building bridges towards economic development, in practice 
and in the current environment, making this a reality is com-
plicated. The social reality following the crisis casts doubt on 
the strengthening of social rights as understood before the cri-
sis (López i Casasnovas, 2015), and on the sustainability of the 
European social model. Neoliberal logic and austerity policies 
reduce access to social rights by the most vulnerable sectors of 
society. These measures have hurt social welfare systems and 
Table 1. Consequences of the crisis on citizenship, social services
and social work.
Citizenship  Social Services      Social Work
Social   Lack of social       Marginalized
vulnerability  protection      social work
Unemployment  Budget cuts      Aid-based-
(sustained over            approach
time
Lack of money;  Immobility      Focus on
Depletion of          welfare
reserves/savings;             Alleviating
Expenditure
restraint; Family-
induced poverty
Coverage of basic  Reduced Stress          Social Control
Loss of housing  Reduced social          Traditional
    resources      responses to
           new realities
Increase in  Saturation of      Red tape,
demand   services           bureaucracy
Spiral of   Withdrawal      Commitment
exclusion  of public pro-      and action
    tective action
Source: Complied by author.
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have marginalized the profession. The consequences of the cri-
sis in the three areas are summarized in Table 1.
 Decreased access to social rights is caused by neoliberal logic 
and austerity measures. All of this stems from the existing ten-
sions between social and economic policies and the policy mod-
els that derive from both of them. Aguilar Idáñez (2013) has iden-
tified four models: (1) social policy as charity; (2) social policy as 
a guarantee of social control; (3) social policy as a mechanism of 
social reproduction; and (4) social policy as the fulfillment of the 
social right to citizenship. Thus, the welfare state as an institution 
that implements social policies (Fernández García, de Lorenzo, & Vázquez, 2012), takes on a different appearance, depending on the 
model. Consequently, social work practice also varies from being 
assistance-oriented, charitable, philanthropic and altruistic, to fo-
cusing on promoting of social rights. 
Materials and Methods
 This study relies on a qualitative methodology that includes 
the analysis of narratives, as proposed by Wetherell and Potter 
(1996). The methodology is based on the concepts of function, 
variability, construction and the unit of analysis selected for in-
terpretation. The latter represents the main contribution of this 
method for the analysis of narratives and research. Qualitative 
analysis seeks to identify key concepts that repeat themselves 
in patterns. These “can be considered as the essential elements 
used by speakers to construct versions of actions, cognitive pro-
cesses and other phenomena” (Wetherell & Potter, 1996, p. 66).
 Data were collected from primary sources, including in-
depth interviews with twenty-eight social work professionals 
from Andalusia and Castile-León, who provide municipal social 
services, autonomous community social services and/or civic 
organizations working with the poor. Participants were select-
ed according to predetermined heterogeneous criteria (Íñiguez 
& Vázquez, 2008) from groups of professionals. Participants 
were required to meet professional experience criteria (at least 
5 years) and to be actively involved in their workplace in the 
implementation of minimum income programs. The study also 
took into account the variety of names given to primary care 
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municipal social services facilities in each of the autonomous 
communities. Thus, for Andalusia, the name used is Centre 
for Community Social Services (CSSC), while the name in Cas-
tile-León is Centre for Social Action (CEAS).
Data Collection Procedures
 Data were collected in the months of January and February 
2015. All interviews were recorded, transcribed verbatim and 
codified. The interviews included open-ended questions cover-
ing eight themes related to the subject of the study. An inter-
view guide was developed to explore different aspects of the 
MIS and their relationship to the professional activity of partic-
ipants. The instrument included: (a) definition and objectives of 
benefits or services received; (b) cash benefits; (c) program du-
ration; (d) definition of potential beneficiaries; (e) mechanisms 
of inter-administrative coordination for program implementa-
tion; (f) collaboration and responsibility of social initiative or-
ganizations for program development and implementation; (g) 
program evaluation plan; and (h) personal evaluation of the 
minimum income system in their respective autonomous com-
munity. Participants were informed about the research project 
and confidentiality was assured. Participants were also prom-
ised a copy of the study findings.
 The Atlas.ti (version 6) software was used to conduct the 
analysis, which was divided into two phases: a textual phase 
and a conceptual analysis phase. In the first phase, the interview 
transcripts were entered in the program, facilitating the orga-
nization and identification of significant text excerpts (quotes) 
associated with the thematic areas and objectives of the study. 
Each excerpt was assigned an identifier that briefly described 
the discourse variations associated with its function. In the sec-
ond phase, meticulous reading was carried out, observing the 
relationships between the identifiers obtained, so that it would 
be possible to observe discourse regularities which reflect the 
reality studied in similar ways. The five recurring representa-
tions used most by all the individuals are the five interpretive 
schemes obtained.
 With regard to methodological limitations, the search for 
regular discourse patterns should be deepened using group re-
search techniques, both with the professionals interviewed and 
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with other professionals with similar profiles, with the addi-
tional possibility of incorporating other geographical contexts 
of Spain and Europe, which would enable a study with a com-
parative policy approach. Moreover, it would also be pertinent 
to ascertain the perception of the individuals who hold these 
rights, by studying their relationship with the system itself and 
with the professionals participating in the process.
Findings
 Several patterns emerged from the narratives in spite of 
their diversity, the geographic origin of the participants, and 
the administrative and regulatory variability of each region. 
Views revolved around the nature and delivery of benefits. As a 
result, the following categories were created:
• The professional as an agent for stability control
 versus the professional as an agent for social change
• Resource logic over the logic of need
• Obligation over negotiation
• A constant: insufficient and ineffective policies
• Stigmatization and blame
The professional as an agent for stability control
versus the professional as an agent for social change
 A popular perception among interviewed social workers is 
that a guaranteed minimum income is a final solution to the 
problem of poverty. Often interviewed social workers viewed 
their role in relation to MIS reduced to paperwork. For this rea-
son, many social workers believe that their work does not come 
near the ideal of the social work profession in the assessment of 
family needs. Their role in this process is reduced to assuring 
compliance with a set of requirements, and processing informa-
tion about benefits. This makes it impossible to study and evalu-
ate the case in a timely manner. Social workers reported feeling 
unhappy and outraged about having to implement policies and 
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practices related to MIS. To escape this situation, professionals 
use chicanery to contribute to the well-being of families, under 
the ideal of social justice. This poses an ethical dilemma. On 
one hand, they have a duty to follow the rules, and on the other 
hand, they feel an obligation to satisfy the overall needs of the 
families. The following excerpts illustrate this situation:
We have assumed a predominant oversight function in our 
professional practice to the detriment of everything else. 
Because of this and other things, we are unable to establish 
a relationship based on trust with the people we help. (social 
worker from CEAS)
The role of community social services in the process is very 
weak. The committee has the power to grant or deny, and re-
ports or views of social workers contribute very little. Also, 
the role of the community social worker in awarding benefits 
is not taken into account. (social worker from CSSC)
 
In the case of immigrants and minimum income, how will 
they gain access unless they lie and unless the mafias give 
them the documentation that they need to apply for the in-
come? (social worker from CEAS)
Resource logic versus the logic of need
 Professionals complain about the rigidity associated with the 
implementation of rules, the need to play tricks and the long de-
lays associated with providing assistance following social emer-
gencies. This means that minimum income, despite the renewal 
of its legislation, does not respond adequately to the social needs 
of citizens. In this situation, participants see social intervention 
as a flexible and creative process, based on a relationship of trust 
and the alliance between the ‘professional helper’ and the ‘per-
son helped.’ They feel it is difficult to put this alliance to work due 
to the shortcomings of policies and excessive bureaucratization. 
This forces social workers to focus the process on the resource 
more than on the person. This problem is made clear in the deliv-
ery and the monitoring of social interventions with families, as 
shown in the following selected excerpts:
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Resources are more important than people. The system we 
have makes it hard. We continue to worship a culture of doc-
uments, which is incompatible with our theoretical discourse: 
person-centered comprehensive care. We say one thing, but 
in reality we do something else. (social worker from CSSC)
The delay in accessing the benefit is unacceptable, and this 
corrupts it from the outset. What kind of support, trust and 
respect can we hope for? It is a form of institutional abuse. 
How will these people respond to us later?” (social worker 
from CEAS)
Obligation versus negotiation
 The biggest challenge faced by social workers revolves 
around ethics. Regulations are in conflict with some of the core 
principles of social work, such as self-determination, participa-
tion, respect for others and equality. This scenario suggests a 
high level of professional arbitrariness, given the diverse na-
ture of resources used as compensation and the lack of common 
institutional instructions for the design and implementation of 
client integration pathways. Participants identified the lack of 
systematization of processes for inclusion of individuals and 
families in minimum income programs:
We leave a narrow margin for participation of individuals 
in the development of their personalized integration project. 
We perpetuate the inherited paternalism. (social worker from 
CEAS)
Can you force someone to make changes in their life for a six-
month benefit that takes nine months to be awarded? (social 
worker from CSSC)
A	constant:	insufficient	and	ineffective	policies	
 Dearth is a common denominator in social services. The 
amounts of the minimum income are limited and families 
feel obligated to obtain supplementary non-employment in-
come from the underground economy or marginal activities. 
Sometimes the combined incomes exceed the amount of the 
minimum wage, which discourages participation in the labor 
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market. This situation entails an ethical dilemma for social 
workers. Moreover, the disconnection from active policies for 
family protection diminish the opportunities for real social re-
integration. The resumption of the benefit, after it has been sus-
pended due to employment, entails a period without income of 
up to four months before disbursement. 
There is a bureaucratic blockade that disregards the right rec-
ognized by the legislation and it does not motivate people to 
accept short-term jobs, because it takes too long to resume 
payment of the benefit, which is unacceptable in precarious 
economies. (social worker from CEAS) It is extremely difficult to work holistically in all affected and 
vulnerable areas. Work in a network is hard to put into prac-
tice. There is no capacity for managing integration pathways 
either. Sometimes it seems like more importance is given to 
bureaucratic management or to the requirements of the sys-
tem than to designing integration pathways or developing a 
commitment with the beneficiary. Furthermore, choosing to 
work is penalized. Labor integration is not coordinated. I do 
not think that this kind of assistance favors autonomy. (social 
worker from the third sector)
Stigmatization and blame
 Professionals believe this social policy conceals the neo-
liberal notion of blaming the victim for his/her circumstances 
throughout the administrative procedure. Several professionals 
argue, for instance, that these benefits are an instrument for so-
cial peace or form of dependence on welfare. The professionals 
suggest changing the paradigm of this policy to proposals that 
are closer to the minimum income. Besides being blamed, re-
cipients of income are stigmatized and viewed as excluded or 
marginalized. This calls for another path to integration:
The applicant subjects himself to the administration under 
suspicion of fraud. It is an institutional abuse. Thus, the social 
wage contributes to perpetuating misery. (social worker from 
CSSC)
There is undue questioning, which encapsulates blame for 
the citizen who accesses or requests the benefit. How far will 
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this go, you wonder? You feel like they are violating your lim-
its of privacy through the professional intervention: family 
aspects, sanitary aspects, relational aspects... Also, by dealing 
with so many professionals with the assistance, the person 
loses his dignity counting [how many people he’s interacted 
with]. (social worker from CEAS)
Might it be necessary to redesign how people are divided 
structurally and economically? More stigmatization for the 
same people as always? We have to stop penalizing those most 
vulnerable: immigrants, young people, single-parent families, 
for example, in the case of the compatibility of the benefit with 
unemployment subsidies. (social worker from CEAS)
Discussion
 
 Titmuss (1974) refers to social workers as state workers’, and 
Illich (1977) uses the term “disabling profession“ to define pro-
fessional charity and assistance practices that fail to empower 
citizens. The discourse of the interviewed professionals shows 
a pattern of identifying social workers as guarantors and exec-
utors of public policies.  Social workers assume a supervisory 
role over mandatory rules, with which they are not comfortable. 
At the same time, they conform and do not confront or trans-
form the current situation. This has already been documented 
in the current social work literature (Pacheco-Mangas & Pal-
ma-García, 2015). Similarly, De la Red and Barranco Exposito 
(2014) pose the need to redefine the role of social workers to 
improve interventions in new realities and increasingly com-
plex scenarios. Social workers should be actively involved in the 
formulation and implementation of social policies. Both studies 
redefine the “social“ in “social work“ as a consubstantial ele-
ment that has become blurred in the practices of recent decades 
(Hanssen, Hutchinson, Lyngstad, & Sandvin, 2015). 
 In this context, social service delivery systems and, by ex-
tension, regional minimum income programs embody the 
paradox of creating mixed systems (welfare mix) that evenly 
combine public and private action. In other words, the privat-
ization of public services is taking place through private ac-
tion of non-profit and non-governmental organizations, whose 
work will significantly impact professional social work practice. 
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Generally, such privatization takes place when public adminis-
tration shifts the responsibility for providing social services to 
non-governmental organizations by funding them (Dominelli 
& Hoogvelt, 1996, p. 49).
 From this study we can infer a significant disconnect be-
tween the social reality and the implementation of MIS. Profes-
sional interventions in the context of MIS have led to oversight, 
as opposed to strengthening processes for change and transfor-
mation. This process of bureaucratic intervention prevents the 
social worker from connecting with the consumer and concen-
trating on intervening based on predetermined scripts (Idare-
ta-Goldaracena & Ballestero-Izquierdo, 2013). This gives rise to 
numerous ethical dilemmas which hinder the social interven-
tion process (Ballestero, Úriz, & Viscarret, 2012). These practices 
inhibit creativity and innovation in social intervention and pre-
vent progress in social services. They promote welfare depen-
dence, a client-based approach that generates frustration among 
professionals, and a “perceived inability to help society achieve 
its goals and solve its problems“ (Schön, 1998, p. 47). 
 Social intervention in MIS must aim at transformation. On 
one hand, professionals need to assume their role as agents for 
change, which they have lost due to their oversight and mon-
itoring roles. On the other hand, they must adopt a proactive 
attitude towards change, overcoming the resistance to change 
of social protection systems. They must not engage in practic-
es that deplete the autonomy and the responsibility of citizens. 
Furthermore, progress must be made in the formulation of 
social policies. Social work professionals must be represented 
and actively involved in the policy-making process to reduce 
vulnerability and social exclusion. To this end, the regulations 
must be transformed early on. Social exclusion is complex by 
nature. Regulations must address this complexity and be flexi-
ble in their application to avoid generating exclusion. 
 The views of social work professionals do not vary region-
ally. However, there are significant differences in the content of 
pertinent regulations. Progress on state MIS regulations would 
increase consistency and strengthen the mandate of Article 9.2 
of the Spanish Constitution that calls for equality of rights for 
all citizens. Such equality must be provided regardless of the 
region of residence when marginalized or at risk of social ex-
clusion. Professionals, in their service-citizen relationship, must 
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avoid falling into the paradigm of labor activation conditionali-
ty characteristic of neoliberal ideology and the capitalist system 
(Torre Millán, 2014). They must counter biases arising from their 
personal experiences or social class (Cortinas, 2012a, 2012b) or 
from their desire to promote acculturation while undermining 
cultural diversity (Ayala Rubio, 2009).
 Our priority should be to prevent exclusion by recogniz-
ing the reality of child poverty and the absence of policies 
for family protection. Spain’s economic crisis has highlighted 
the inadequacy of systems for protecting the most vulnerable 
groups. This is happening in a context in which family models 
are changing, moving from extended families to nuclear and 
single-person families. This puts family members at risk. Thus, 
our traditional model of social protection is in danger given that 
it is highly dependent on the family to provide care and support 
(Sarti, Alberio, & Terraneo, 2013).
 Failure to reverse this situation may lead to losing two gen-
erations: one made up of qualified and unemployed young peo-
ple, and the other made up of minors living in homes impover-
ished by the crisis, where the opportunities to get out of poverty 
are fewer, consistent with the culture of poverty theory (Lewis, 
1972). We must learn from the lessons of the long Spanish char-
itable history (Aguilar Hendrickson, 2013) and pay attention 
not only to citizens’ needs. We propose a model in which social 
workers recover their role as agents for change and transforma-
tion (López Peláez, 2015).
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Introduction:
Charity vs. Development
  The nature of charity forgoes an egalitarian relationship be-
tween the giver and the receiver. The power is unequal in that 
the giver is voluntarily deciding whether to give, how much, 
to whom, how often and under what conditions. The giver 
deems who is worthy and deserving of receiving their largesse. 
There is a notion of the receiver’s dependency, neediness and 
perhaps inferiority on the part of those providing the charity. 
Donors are regarded as having higher status and can relish in 
their good feelings of being altruistic (Trattner, 1989; Tropman, 
1979). The conservative political paradigm proposes that peo-
ple are responsible for their own fate and that they should be 
coerced to look after themselves; thus they must take respon-
sibility for their own lives and be grateful for whatever charity 
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may be bestowed upon them (Mullaly, 2007). The “culture of 
poverty” theory proposes that the poor are the cause of their 
own problems. Consequently, systemic change is unnecessary. 
In contrast to the culture of poverty theory and charity perspec-
tive, this manuscript focuses on the theme of development. De-
velopment entails a more egalitarian relationship between so-
cial workers and those who have been disadvantaged because it 
suggests mutual respect and joint efforts between the “givers” 
and “receivers.” Development involves recognition of systemic 
forces that exploit and oppress population groups and the re-
sponsibility to make changes in these institutionalized forces 
(Dominelli, 1997; Midgley, 1997). The class activist framework 
presented in this article is founded on these ideas of develop-
ment. Social work students and persons living in poverty, who 
gain greater awareness of macro factors maintaining poverty, 
will see the need for socio-economic development to occur and 
will be motivated to improve the quality of life of the poor. So-
cial work students with this developmental perspective will 
learn to acknowledge the expertise of persons trapped in pover-
ty, inspire hope in the possibility of change, and strategize with 
them about how to redistribute and develop resources, power 
and opportunities. 
Need for a Class Activist Framework
 The National Association of Social Workers (NASW) Code 
of Ethics declares that social workers need to “engage in social 
and political action that seeks to ensure that all people have 
equal access to the resources, employment, services, and oppor-
tunities they require to meet their basic human needs and to 
develop fully” (NASW, 1996, p. 27). The Council on Social Work 
Education (CSWE) mandates a competency for students to ad-
vance human rights and social and economic justice (CSWE, 
2015). Clearly, social work has a mission to serve poor and op-
pressed people. 
 Social workers regard external factors as the primary causes 
of poverty (Bullock, 2004). Nevertheless, they also give credence 
to psychological and moral issues (Robinson, 2011). Reeser and 
Weinger (2012) found that students who support structural 
solutions for poverty hold biases about the poor, including a 
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belief in a culture of poverty. Students agreed that counseling is 
a route to poverty reduction. 
 The social work profession needs to prepare students to ful-
fill its mission. Social work literature critiques individual mod-
els of practice and calls us to move towards a structural model. 
Yet very few articles recommend how to add this to the curric-
ulum (Fisher & Karger, 1997; Gasker, 2003). One article provides 
a “poverty awareness” framework for practice, but does not in-
clude social change principles nor methods for teaching about 
working with low-income clients (Krumer-Nevo, Weiss-Gal, & 
Monnickendam, 2009). 
 Schools have a mixed record when it comes to teaching 
about poverty. Some studies show that social work education 
influences students to attribute structural causes to poverty 
(Clark, 2007; Weaver & Yun, 2011). However, many students 
change from their initial desire to work with the poor to a pref-
erence for higher income clients by graduation (Limb & Organ-
ista, 2006). A study of Catholic MSW programs found a lack of 
reference to issues of poverty and low-income clients in syllabi 
(Pryce, 2010). In another study, this lack of content was found in 
Human Behavior in the Social Environment (HBSE) (Lehning, 
Vu, & Pintak, 2007). 
 Social work curricula emphasize diversity but may over-
look the significance of classism (Pryce, 2010). When diversity 
is regarded as multiculturalism, it is likely to lead to a focus on 
culture and by extension the “culture of poverty,” in spite of 
scholarly evidence that debunks the “culture of poverty theo-
ry” (Faver, Cavazos, & Trachte, 2005). Popular books that tout 
this theory are used as texts in some schools of social work 
(Osei-Kofi, 2005). Due to these gaps in social work education, 
the literature suggests helping students to overcome their bias-
es and learn strategies suitable for low-income clients (Gasker, 
2003; Krumer-Nevo et al., 2009; Staudy, 2011). 
 This article proposes a conceptual framework, methods for 
teaching about classism, and collaborative strategies for work-
ing with low-income clients. It is an “aware, reflect and act” par-
adigm (Abram, Slosar, & Walls, 2005; Freire, 1968). The frame-
work should enable students to critically examine the societal 
construction of class, reflect about their personal biases and 
ideological perspectives, and discover their visions for a just so-
ciety. It will allow them to share experiences and dialogue with 
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low-income people to acquire an awareness of everyday realities 
of poverty. A key principle of the framework is to place macro 
contextualization at the base of all social work practice (Fisher 
& Karger, 1997). A study of the use of power, its inequities, and 
methods to change the distribution of power is fundamental. 
The action component is to politicize practice and become allies 
with the poor in resisting injustice. Students should be critical 
co-investigators with the teacher and persons living in pover-
ty to expand their knowledge, and rename reality according to 
their experience (Freire, 1968). New models for internships, so-
cial change projects and a community encounter are suggested. 
Principles for Class Activism
 Environmental forces. We must provide students with a con-
ceptual grounding so that they can analyze the environmental 
forces in the lives of their clients that serve as barriers to im-
proving their quality of life and entrap them in poverty. It is 
important to expose students to policies and practices that lead 
to structural inequality, leaving some people bereft of resources 
and those at the top of the wealth distribution enriched. For ex-
ample, the policy of devolution entails the federal government 
delegating spending power to state and local governments, al-
lowing them to by-pass federal standards and decide wheth-
er to decrease resources and services for low-income persons 
(Jansson, 2017).
 Culture of poverty theory. The culture of poverty theory helps 
us understand the prejudices against those with severely lim-
ited resources. Proponents and critics of this theory include 
Payne & Krabill (2002), Payne (1995) and Gorski (2006). The cul-
ture of poverty blames the victim and absolves society from 
any responsibility for ameliorating poverty. It portrays those 
with low income as being deficient and carrying this deficiency 
through the generations. The implications are that individuals 
and families need to change, not that society needs to redis-
tribute resources, reform the tax system and provide liveable 
wages. In addition to theoretical instruction, poverty simula-
tion exercises could expand students’ understanding of what 
it is like to be poor and challenge them to recognize barriers to 
class mobility. 
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 Philosophical approaches and theories of justice. Students need to 
engage in critical analysis before they are able to formulate their 
vision of a just society and engage in social change. This vision 
will provide professional goals to strive toward and the passion 
to direct their energies. Theories of justice, such as Rawls (1971), 
would permit students to consider how they would distribute 
resources. Rawls’ theory asks what we would consider a fair and 
just distribution of resources if we were poor. Utilitarianism, in 
turn, proposes that we should assess consequences of actions 
based on the greatest good for the greatest number of people. 
As an alternative philosophical position, deontology (Friedrich, 
1949), espouses that there are certain universal rules we need 
to follow since everyone needs to be respected, no matter what 
the consequences are for the majority of people. This and oth-
er philosophical approaches and theories can help students use 
critical thinking skills to develop their vision about what is fair 
and just in structuring society and distributing resources.
 An experiential exercise to help students think about fair-
ness and justice in the distribution of resources involves assign-
ing students to groups and providing some groups with abun-
dant resources, others with average resources, and others with 
hardly any resources. They are asked to complete a project and 
those who complete it first are labeled “winners.” A little more 
time is allowed until more people can complete the project, and 
those who finish last are labeled “losers.” Then students can 
dialogue about how resources are distributed in society at large 
and what is just and unjust, e.g., affirmative action policies.
 Critical analysis of power. Students learn how the concentra-
tion of wealth allows the few to have inordinate power to set 
policies and structure the economic and political systems. The 
intersection of wealth and power in the political system creates 
a power elite that excludes the vast majority of the population. 
Students examine the policies, practices and political process-
es that stratify society, disadvantaging middle and low-income 
people and bestowing major advantages on the 1% (e.g., union 
busting, inequitable income tax structure, the personhood sta-
tus of corporations, gentrification and Citizens vs. United). As 
a result, the rest of the population often feels powerless and fa-
talistic about changing the system. This critical analysis helps 
students appreciate the roots of the oppression of low-income 
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people. The rich can exclude low-income people from having 
any influence, even to the extent of disallowing their vote and 
invalidating democracy. In 2013, the Supreme Court eliminated 
the formula which mandated that states with a historical record 
of voter discrimination to be monitored by the federal govern-
ment to be in compliance with equal voting rights (Caldwell, 
2015). This law favors those who wish to lessen the voting pow-
er of the poor and persons of color, hence increasing the pow-
er of the wealthy. Experiential scenarios of the Theatre of the 
Oppressed (Boal & McBride, 1979) can help students visualize 
and symbolize misappropriation of power and give students an 
opening to step in, break up that power, and redistribute influ-
ence more equitably. Students see the oppression up close and 
see themselves as actors capable of creating change.
 Historical perspective. A historical perspective enables stu-
dents to have a contextual view of the treatment of the poor, the 
successful and unsuccessful attempts to ameliorate or eliminate 
their hardships, and the barriers and strategies used by those 
with a vested interest in perpetuating poverty. The adoption in 
England of the 1601 Poor Laws led to greater community respon-
sibility and pejorative labeling. Our treatment of the poor has 
varied from forcing low-income people into poorhouses (Day & 
Schiele, 2013), to the War on Poverty effort to give low-income 
people money directly from the government to decide for them-
selves how to solve problems related to poverty. Students study 
the history of social movements, legislative reforms, and social 
action efforts. Social movements may include unionization, par-
ticularly the Rank and File movement led by the social worker 
Bertha Capen Reynolds (Reisch & Andrews, 2002). The Occu-
py Wall Street movement sought to raise consciousness about 
the inequality in society (VanGelder & Staff of Yes! Magazine, 
2011). The Kensington Welfare Rights Organization focused on 
raising awareness, engaging in subversive action (e.g., taking 
over abandoned housing), and developed a poor people’s uni-
versity to educate leaders to end poverty (VanWormer, 2004). 
Legislative reforms during the Great Depression such as Social 
Security, reduced poverty dramatically (DeWitt, 2010). Past and 
current social movements, social actions and reforms can help 
students see that decreasing poverty is realistic and that we can 
learn from the past to set directions for future change. 
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 In addition, students could learn about the struggle of the 
social work profession over focusing on service provision or on 
becoming a political force in the country. Studying the Code of 
Ethics would reveal the social work profession’s aspirations to 
engage in social and political change domestically and globally. 
It demonstrates the unique paradigm of social work, the per-
son-in-environment framework.
 Political practice. Political practice requires an understand-
ing that the oppression of individuals, families and groups is 
rooted in the societal context and requires critical analysis and 
actions to change the status quo. This type of practice does not 
necessarily require engaging in political activities with the gov-
ernment, such as voting or working in elections. It requires en-
gaging in policy-sensitive practice (understanding how policies 
or lack of policies impact people) or policy-related practice (ad-
vocating for clients under the existing policies) or policy prac-
tice (developing, proposing, or seeking changes in policy), or 
any combination of the three (Jansson, 2014). For students con-
centrating in clinical work, it may mean sensitizing clients to 
the injustices of policies and empowering them to engage with 
others to create change.
 Students analyze the interventions, policies and practic-
es of their internship and work settings, for their potential to 
reinforce or challenge oppressive systems. In turn, they learn 
strategies to challenge systems that are insensitive to the needs 
of the people they serve. It is important to sensitize students to 
the need of balancing meeting clients’ needs with working for 
systemic change to better meet those needs.
 Personal is political. Students, by reflecting on their own 
lives, can recognize how they have been influenced by the so-
cio-economic-political context and the privileges and/or sanc-
tions/barriers incumbent upon their status. By analyzing the 
environmental context of their own lives, they are better able 
to directly understand the impact on their own lives and that 
of their clients. The dialectical relationship between people and 
society is explored to assess the influences that community/so-
ciety has on us and the impacts that people can and have had 
on it. This dialectical process can be shared with clients to help 
them feel more powerful and see their problems as societal is-
sues. The woman’s movement serves as a powerful example of 
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consciousness-raising that assessed the given “reality” and re-
placed it with a reality more true to women’s own experiences. 
This renaming led to actions creating greater equality for wom-
en (Bricker-Jenkins, Gottlieb, & Hooyman, 1991).
 Reflection/Action.	Students’ consciousness is raised by study-
ing theories of poverty and justice, the historical context in the 
U.S. and in other countries, and the principle that the personal 
is political. This heightened consciousness enables students to 
examine the current meta-messages and so-called reality. The 
often harsh light shed on what is actually occurring creates a 
desire to be a catalyst for change. The goal is to link reflection 
and action (praxis). For example, consider the culture of pover-
ty theory that stresses the immutability of poverty and places 
blame on low-income people for their plight. Students whose 
consciousness is raised recognize these myths and are more 
prepared to assist clients to debunk these assumptions and 
deal with their internalized oppression. Just as students become 
aware of the larger picture and take action, similarly a parallel 
process may occur for clients. Students may then assist clients 
to associate with or form action groups of like-minded people 
to channel their awareness and anger into action.
 People power to create change. Students learn that their clients 
(and they themselves) can bring about change through collec-
tive action. Conventional wisdom says that ordinary people 
must persuade those with formal decision-making power to 
make change. However, for progressive change to occur, it may 
need to come from the bottom up, with ordinary people chal-
lenging and resisting the ideas and actions of “leaders.” It is 
empowering to provide examples of people power in the United 
States and globally so that students do not despair, mistaken-
ly believing that they and their clients are powerless to bring 
about change. Examples from history and current affairs can 
help to illustrate this to students (e.g., deposing Marcos in the 
Philippines, overturning apartheid in South Africa, passing 
the Americans with Disabilities Act, the civil rights movement, 
the passage of the Violence against Women Act). A list of local 
people without formal authority who are making a difference 
in their own community could be provided to students who 
would then choose one to interview. From these natural lead-
ers, students could learn what they have done and the length of 
time it has taken to accomplish their goals.
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 Strategizing to democratize power. Students identify groups in 
power, the strategies they use to stay in power, and what can be 
done to redistribute power among the population. The study-
ing of social movements is an excellent way to inform students 
how to get their ideas on the public agenda, delegitimize exist-
ing pronouncements from power-holders, reframe the debate, 
and persuade the public that alternative ideas are more in line 
with the best values of the country than are those of the pow-
er holders (Moyers, 1990). For example, the “right to work” is 
a misnomer, obfuscating that it is really about busting unions 
rather than workers’ rights. Once students can see through de-
ceptions such as this one, they can provide the facts to refute 
the arguments and compose alternative proposals. The strategy 
would be to take back the values of security and family well-be-
ing that the other side is falsely claiming to uphold and show 
that their own ideas truly protect workers’ rights.
 Debunking powerlessness. Students need to believe in their 
own efficacy in order to bring about social change. Lerner (1986) 
created the concept of “surplus powerlessness,” to explain peo-
ple’s feelings and beliefs that they have much less power than 
they actually have. They act on the basis of that belief and cre-
ate a self-fulfilling prophecy that no matter what they do, they 
cannot effect change. For this reason, they believe they should 
not try. Lerner (1986) states that we learn from a young age and 
throughout our lives that we need to obey authority and do what 
we are told to do. If we are idealistic, we risk being chided for 
naiveté and immaturity. The authority structure is maintained 
by teaching values of being a team player (i.e., not going outside 
the standards or group norms), not rocking the boat if you want 
to be successful, and minding your own business. Students 
could reflect upon how they have internalized these messages 
to follow authority and conform to cultural norms. They can 
do critical self-reflection to determine when such conformity is 
necessary for their own and the collective well–being and when 
it is not. They can also reflect the payoffs of powerlessness for 
themselves (e.g., unaccountability and lack of responsibility for 
one’s own choices and inaction in the face of injustice). Students 
could also respond to such questions as, “When have you ever 
challenged someone in authority who was committing an in-
justice against someone else?” “How have you ever stood up to 
people who are making a prejudicial joke?” Alternatively, they 
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could perform role-plays about how they would respond to an 
unjust situation. 
Community Encounter
 Students need to build relationships with people living in 
poverty to be comfortable in their presence, appreciate their 
humanity and multidimensionality, and develop a strong com-
mitment to fight the ravages of poverty. Students need more 
than knowledge about the structural causes of poverty to make 
a commitment to work with and for persons living in pover-
ty. They can read about poverty and understand the dynamics 
of inequality and still unconsciously hold on to myths about 
those who are poor. Personal encounters, direct exchanges, and 
hearing the stories of real people struggling to survive help 
students internalize the injustice of being poor in America and 
empathize with their plight. We propose a one- to two-week 
long encounter that orients students to the hardships of people 
living in poverty. Below are some options for encounters with 
low-income people.
 
• Students would go into middle and high school class-rooms 
in public or charter schools and tell students about the pro-
fession of social work. Then they could engage in a dialogue 
to elicit students’ dreams for themselves and their com-
munities, asking such questions as, “What do you want to 
be or to do when you are older? What would help you to 
achieve your dream? What might be the barriers? What do 
you think should be improved in your community and how 
could that happen? Do you know people in your communi-
ty who could make these things happen?”
•   Go to neighborhood centers and mill about casually seek-
ing out conversations with diverse people and volunteering 
or participating in activity groups. Students can share what 
they are studying, why they are in the neighborhood, and 
their motivations for going into social work. Students need 
to open up a dialogue and not carry out “interviews.”
•  Dialogue with homeless persons who are in the library, 
park, fast-food restaurants, agencies that provide emergency 
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services, drop-in centers, and/or shelters. Students need to 
figure out an entry to talk to someone who is homeless, per-
haps inviting the person to have a cup of coffee or a meal.
•  Contact a neighborhood worker or center director to help 
organize a story-telling event in a park or other venue. Both 
students and persons living in poverty could tell a story re-
lated to their own lives without passing judgment or asking 
intrusive questions.
•  Go up to a person who is homeless, carrying a sign and 
strike up a conversation about their sign. Bring a couple 
of signs and discuss that if you were homeless you would 
think of carrying these signs. Then ask the homeless per-
son what they think of your signs. If the person appreciates 
the signs, the student could offer the signs to him/her. This 
idea is adapted from a documentary in which the filmmak-
er portrayed this activity (Bogusky, 2012).
Social Change Projects
 Requiring students to do a social change project would allow 
application of the principles for class activism and fulfillment of 
EPAS competencies prescribed by CSWE (2015). The proposed 
social change projects involve more than case advocacy. They 
require engaging in political practice geared toward removing 
barriers to human rights and promoting quality of life. They 
necessitate reflection about the structural roots of problems fol-
lowed by action to decrease injustice.
 Social change projects may take place in field placements, 
but could also be carried out through masters or honors theses, 
independent studies, and a sequence of coursework such as re-
search and policy. Below are examples of possible social change 
projects.
•  Develop a poor peoples’ conference to raise consciousness 
about poverty from the experts who live it themselves. Stu-
dents in tandem with low-income persons, and in collab-
oration with faculty and possibly field instructors, could 
institute a conference in which people who live in poverty tell 
their stories and give their ideas about poverty eradication. 
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Low-income people are the key presenters to teach social 
work practitioners, community members, students and fac-
ulty about poverty and their visions for change.
•  Work with organizations in low-income neighborhoods to 
show films illustrating neighborhood actions to fight pover-
ty, as a precursor to discussing what community members 
wish to do for their own locality. Films such as “Holding 
Ground: The Rebirth of Dudley Street” can be used as a ve-
hicle to create hope and motivation about the possibilities 
for social change (Lipman, 1996). Students would work with 
these neighbors to select which issues to work on and col-
laboratively implement strategies for change.
•  Students could survey low-income residents of a commu-
nity to discover their strengths, abilities, and those of the 
local organizations according to “assets-based” communi-
ty organizing methods (Kretzmann & McKnight, 1990). To 
gain information and engage neighbors, students would do 
door-to-door canvassing. The goal would be to put all this 
information in a “community bank,” so that they can match 
people’s needs with the resources and expertise available 
in the community. This could create and strengthen bonds 
between members of the community and the institutions 
located there. Although this self-help organizing might not 
seem like social action, a stronger community can be more 
easily mobilized and empowered to act for change.
•  Students could survey social workers to determine the un-
met needs of their clients. A group of clients with similar 
needs for services and resources could be invited to come 
together to discuss their perspectives about unmet needs, 
barriers and injustices preventing these needs from being 
met, and visions for themselves and their community. From 
these student-facilitated discussions, participants’ con-
sciousness may be raised about the realities they face and 
lead them into constructive action to create social change. 
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Field Practicum Projects
 Principles of class activism can be applied in field education 
sites. We must go beyond teaching principles and make sure 
they are internalized by the students. Students who know the 
causes and solutions to poverty, but do not implement strate-
gies for change, may end up feeling incapable and powerless. 
The acquired knowledge and values will not fully prepare them 
to engage in activism. For this reason, it is unlikely that they 
will become activists after they graduate. We must provide field 
placement experiences to students that prepare them to engage 
in social and political action, consistent with the expectations of 
the social work code of ethics.
 We need to have new models for field placements. Right 
now many schools are split between direct practice and macro 
course work and field placements are similarly divided. We pro-
pose that both micro and macro concentrations need a macro 
contextualization of people’s issues. This means a critical analy-
sis of power, including social and economic forces that are cen-
tral to people’s problems, e.g., C. Wright Mills’ statement that 
most people’s problems are labeled as their “private troubles” 
rather than “public issues” (Mills, 1959).
 Many agencies focus on providing micro-services to indi-
viduals, groups and families. Hence, we need to reform field 
placements so that even micro tracked students spend approx-
imately half of the time in field helping clients see their true 
power in the social economic context. Field coordinators and 
faculty liaisons need to prepare field instructors and students 
to develop the macro change component of field practice. The 
field coordinator could work with field instructors to encourage 
them to brainstorm about macro activities that could be helpful 
to their clients and community. Field liaisons in their seminars 
should prepare for direct practice students to integrate the mi-
cro and macro components of practice. It cannot be assumed 
that macro students engage in activism in their field practicum 
or in their employing organizations serving low-income clients. 
Thus, students need guidance about politicizing practice so 
they can use their leadership and administrative skills on be-
half of clients, rather than maintaining the agency’s status quo.
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 The following are possible field projects that can be incorpo-
rated into micro or macro field placements to politicize practice in 
an effort to create social change. Part of the field projects can be 
carried out in the classroom and other parts in the internship.
•  Engage in community based participatory research. A mac-
ro field placement in an advocacy research agency, such as 
the Michigan League for Public Policy, may focus on a re-
search project conducted by providers and users of services. 
A research committee of providers and service users could 
meet regularly to learn about appropriate research meth-
odologies for investigating poverty and about firsthand 
knowledge of the realities of poverty. Out of these meetings 
could come strategies of how to study poverty that would 
combine tough realities with academic knowledge. In such a 
project undertaken by Jacobson, Pruitt-Chapin and Rugeley 
(2009) the research committee decided to have two separate 
focus groups, one with persons living in poverty and anoth-
er with providers; however, persons living in poverty were 
the facilitators for both groups. Ideas from each group were 
shared, resulting in a reconceptualization of poverty, mu-
tual understanding about the barriers that persons living 
in poverty and service providers confront, and innovative 
solutions for poverty.
•  Students who work in direct service could add a project 
outside of their direct service responsibilities that may have 
positive influence on the societal context for their clients 
(Beasley & Hager, 2014). Students, in tandem with the cli-
ents, could develop a creative art project aimed at raising 
consciousness to counter stereotypical poverty identities, as 
well as any other stigmatized identities that relate to the cli-
ents’ reasons for seeking services. This project could involve 
varied art forms such as theater, art murals, individual art 
projects, storytelling, or performing music. For example, 
there could be an exhibition of drawings and the artists or 
other community members could tell their stories that con-
nect to the art. This art and commentary could reflect their 
struggles, realities, strengths, and visions of their future 
and that of the community. To have political impact, the au-
dience would include political leaders at various levels and 
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journalists from traditional media outlets. The community 
members and clients could use social media, such as twitter, 
to give an accounting of the event.
•  Direct practice students may offer consciousness-raising 
groups to clients with the intent to have an action component 
addressing the issues raised. The nature of the group would 
be one in which, in addition to doing individual healing, 
clients’ issues would be politicized (Woodward, 2014). They 
would realize that their individual problems have roots in 
the larger socioeconomic political system. Ultimately, their 
awareness would lead them to actions addressing structural 
forces that oppress them. They could develop a feeling of 
efficacy and hope by channeling their grief and frustrations 
into actions to bring about social change.
•  Field students could receive special instruction in financial 
literacy delivered through a community workshop or the 
university. With this knowledge, they can offer instruction 
to clients in their practicum. Clients can learn about ex-
ploitive business practices such as payday lenders and credit 
card companies. In addition, they can learn how to open up 
a savings and checking account, etc. In one study, survivors 
of domestic violence felt more empowered by such training 
than they did from receiving welfare benefits (Heitling & 
Postmus, 2014).
•  An advocacy program could be developed in practicum sites 
so that clients and community residents could learn advoca-
cy skills. This training could be geared toward a specific is-
sue or organization about which community members have 
concerns. For example, in a low income area, field students 
could help parents learn to advocate with the school system 
to be more responsive to their children and the concerns of 
the parents, and provide an education more equal to what 
students in higher income neighborhoods receive. 
Conclusion
 We need to be aware that inequality is at a highpoint. For 
this reason, we must raise consciousness about the existing 
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class struggle. Class blindness disguises this struggle and 
makes the American dream seem real for everyone. This dis-
torted thinking can influence social workers to collude with the 
few in power by helping clients cope with the oppressive sys-
tem rather than working to change it to improve the quality of 
life for all. The framework presented in this article acknowledg-
es the political nature of social work practice and confronts the 
powerlessness that students feel in their ability to effect change.
 Even though this framework concentrates on students 
during their social work programs, practitioners may also ben-
efit by augmenting their education in regard to working with 
low income people and recognizing the need for social workers 
to engage in political struggle. Continuing education require-
ments for licensing should require hours of training in under-
standing poverty, working with low-income populations, and 
applying social action strategies. This would help change our 
profession’s priorities. 
 The framework takes seriously the aspirations expressed in 
the NASW Code of Ethics for social workers to engage in social 
and political action to remove exploitation and oppression. The 
knowledge and skills that students receive via the classroom, 
community encounters, social change projects and field practi-
ca will equip them to do this. They will embrace being political 
actors and direct service providers or administrators as an inte-
gral part of their professional identity. Consequently, they will 
feel empowered to confront injustice because they have already 
practiced it in their formal education. 
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The International Federation of Social Workers (2017) calls for social 
work professionals to be empowering agents who understand the con-
text and diversity of their client populations. At the same time, re-
search on evidence-based practice suggests that cultural immersion is 
one of the best ways for students to develop much-needed cultural com-
petence and appreciation for diversity (Anderson, Lawton, Rexeisen, 
& Hubbard, 2006; Pence & Macgillivray, 2008). This article propos-
es	 that	 students	would	benefit	more	 from	having	 the	opportunity	 to	
get hands-on experience in needs assessments, appreciative inquiry, 
program designs, implementations, and evaluations of grassroots sus-
tainable development programs than simply being involved in chari-
table endeavors. Furthermore, it proposes that international exposure 
through well-crafted international service-learning trips can assist 
in the development of cross-cultural competence needed to empower 
individuals and communities to produce social change. Internation-
al service-learning trips have great potential to help prepare students 
for successful careers with culturally diverse populations nationally 
and internationally. The educational model presented in this article 
stems from best practices developed during several international ser-
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vice-learning trips and international study tours. Such trips and tours 
were based on a human rights sustainable development approach and 
not on a charity model. The article discusses the phases and activities 
recommended for the development of a successful international ser-
vice-learning trip and provides recommendations for the pre-, during, 
and post-trip experiences.
Key words: international service-learning, cross-cultural competence, 
international social work, appreciation for diversity 
Introduction
 Currently, social workers face formidable challenges as they 
strive to effectively serve racially, culturally and ideologically 
diverse client populations. Many of these professionals are con-
fronted on a daily basis with situations reflecting the impact 
of globalization, including human rights violations. Examples 
of such violations are cases of female genital mutilation and 
culturally condoned domestic violence (Hokenstad & Midgley, 
1997). It is imperative for social workers to develop cross-cultur-
al competence in order to effectively manage these challenging 
situations. We propose that a higher level of cultural compe-
tence may be accomplished by providing students with struc-
tured international learning opportunities. 
 Cultural competence has become an essential principle of so-
cial work education and practice in the United States of America. 
Cultural competence is emphasized in education through the 
Educational Policy and Accreditation Standards developed and 
implemented by the Council on Social Work Education (CSWE) 
(2015), and in practice by the Code of Ethics of the National As-
sociation of Social Workers (NASW) (2008). NASW provides 
additional resources for students, educators, and practitioners 
through the Standards and Indicators for Cultural Competence 
(NASW, 2015). Moreover, efforts have been made by various so-
cial work programs to provide their students with international 
exposure opportunities that expand the social work experience 
beyond the local to the global arena.
 Research has identified numerous benefits associated with 
providing students with international learning opportunities.  
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 These include the development of cultural competence, stu-
dent expertise, building confidence, promoting self-assessment, 
enhancing understanding of globalization and global interde-
pendence, increasing interest in human rights and volunteer 
work, shaping attitudes and vision, and improving critical 
thinking (Chieffo & Griffiths, 2004). The previously identified 
benefits build the knowledge and skills that social workers 
need to engage in effective practice. 
 The International Federation of Social Workers (IFSW) out-
lines a comprehensive understanding of the purpose of the 
social work profession and the role of the social worker in the 
service delivery process. According to IFSW (2017), social work-
ers are change agents focused on individual and community 
well-being, who empower local people to promote social change 
while understanding and appreciating the diversity present in 
the practice context. 
 This article presents a cross-cultural competence frame-
work and shows how international exposure through the inter-
national service-learning (ISL) trips can contribute to the devel-
opment of cross-cultural competence while applying a human 
rights-based approach to sustainable development (IFSW, 2017; 
Offenheiser & Holcombe, 2003). It also describes the phases and 
activities associated with the development of successful ISL 
trips and study tours. The model presented in this article is the 
result of longitudinal inquiry and observations made during 
international service-learning trips to Thailand, Namibia and 
Haiti, and international study tours in Uganda, Kenya, and Tan-
zania. Based on these experiences, the authors propose that ISL 
trips have great potential to help effectively prepare social work 
students for international careers and effective practice in cul-
turally diverse contexts. 
Cross-Cultural Competence
 According to the NASW Code of Ethics, the social worker’s 
ethical responsibility to clients includes the development of 
cultural competence. Ethical standard 1.05 (b) Cultural Compe-
tence and Social Diversity Standard, point (b), reads as follows:
 
Social workers should have a knowledge base of their cli-
ent’s cultures and be able to demonstrate competence in the 
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provision of services that are sensitive to clients’ cultures and 
to differences among people and cultural groups. (NASW, 
2008, p. 6)
 
 It is important to define cultural competence as understood 
by the social work profession, given that it is part of the social 
work value base. Therefore, cultural competence is defined as: 
the process by which individuals and systems respond re-
spectfully and effectively to people of all culture, languag-
es, classes, races, ethnic backgrounds, religions, spiritual 
traditions, immigration status, and other diversity factors in 
a manner that recognizes, affirms, and values the worth of 
individuals, families, and communities and protects and pre-
serves the dignity of each. (NASW, 2015, p. 13)
 Fong (2004), Fong & Furuto (2001), and Lum (2012) concur. Ac-
cording to them, cultural competence is developed through an 
ongoing process of knowledge acquisition, skill development, and 
the evaluation of social work practice within the context of pro-
fessional social work values. Furthermore, cultural competence 
is necessary to enable individuals to create long-term changes in 
their contextual communities. Before achieving cultural compe-
tence, social work students must take several steps. These steps 
are presented in the Diaconu’s Cultural Competency Framework 
(Figure 1). The elements of the proposed framework are usually 
an integral part of successful international learning trips. These 
include: self-awareness, cross-cultural knowledge, cross-cultur-
al awareness, cross-cultural sensitivity, cross-cultural skills, and 
cross-cultural humility. This proposed framework should foster 
cultural growth and cross cultural competence. Grusky (2000) 
warns that, “without thoughtful preparation, orientation, pro-
gram development and the encouragement for study, and critical 
analysis and reflection, the programs can become small theaters 
that recreate historic cultural misunderstanding and simplistic 
stereotypes” (p. 858). 
Steps to Cross-Cultural Competence Development
 The following steps are proposed to help counter personal and 
societal stereotypes and promote culturally competent practice.
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Self-Awareness
 Development of cross-cultural competence cannot begin 
without self-awareness. Competent professionals must have 
Figure 1. Diaconu’s Cross-Cultural Competence Framework
6. Cross-Cultural
Humility
5. Cross-Cultural
Skills
4. Cross-Cultural
Sensitivity
3. Cross-Cultural
Awareness
2. Cross-Cultural
Knowledge
1. Self-
Awareness
CROSS-CULTURAL COMPETENCE
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a working knowledge and appreciation of their own cultur-
al identity, values and biases, as well as an understanding of 
how power and privilege manifest in their professional lives. 
This knowledge will help them advocate on behalf of clients 
and help such clients in their journey to personal and collective 
well-being (NASW, 2015). 
Cross-Cultural Knowledge
 The second step proposed in this model is the increase of 
cross-cultural knowledge. This step requires individuals to devel-
op a personal knowledge base that includes the cultural charac-
teristics, family systems, values, beliefs, attitudes, behaviors, and 
the history of other ethnic groups (Adams, 1995). This knowledge 
base can include “race and ethnicity; immigration and refugee 
status; tribal groups; religion and spirituality; sexual orientation; 
gender identity or expression, social class; and mental or physical 
abilities of various cultural groups” (NASW, 2015, p. 4). Students 
should gain cross-cultural knowledge on a daily basis through 
independent learning, individual interactions with people from 
other ethnic groups, and through the explicit and implicit curric-
ula of their social work educational programs. 
Cross-Cultural Awareness 
 The proposed third step to the development of cultural 
cross-competence is building cross-cultural awareness. This 
step may require a paradigm shift for the understanding of the 
personal attitudes and values of other ethnic groups. It also re-
quires increased understanding, acceptance, and openness in 
our relation to others (Adams, 1995). The concept of cross-cul-
tural awareness is built on self-awareness and cross-cultural 
knowledge. 
Cross-Cultural Sensitivity 
 The proposed fourth step to cross-cultural competence is de-
veloping cultural sensitivity. This step builds on the three pre-
vious steps and asserts that no culture is better than another, in 
spite of cultural differences or similarities. Therefore, we should 
not assign intrinsic value to observed cultural differences. At 
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this stage, students should be able to see how cross-cultural 
sensitivity can positively influence the outcomes of the helping 
process.
Cross-Cultural Skills
 The proposed fifth step to cross-cultural competence is the 
development of cross-cultural skills. Social work practitioners 
are professionally mandated to understand and respect the role 
that culture plays in the psychosocial development of individ-
uals and their families. Furthermore, through the knowledge 
building process that it is based on evidence-based practice, 
social workers should develop the necessary skills to compe-
tently assist their clients (NASW, 2015). The cross-cultural skills 
employed by social workers, as agents of social change, should 
build on the cultural knowledge, awareness, and sensitivity de-
veloped in the previous steps. These skills include the ability to:
• Successfully manage constant change
•   Be sensitive to the cultural needs of others
•   Successfully navigate a multi-cultural work and
     volunteer environment
•   Adapt to time delays while still focused on the
     task-at-hand and deadlines
•   Keep an open mind to environments displaying
     diverse values, norms, and cultural mores, and,
•   Thrive in cross-cultural settings (NASW, 2015).
Cross-Cultural Humility
 The sixth and the final proposed step to cross-cultur-
al competence is the development of cross-cultural humility. 
This requires making “a lifelong commitment to self-evalu-
ation and self-critique, to readdressing the power imbalances 
(…) and to developing mutually beneficial and nonpaternalis-
tic clinical and advocacy partnerships with communities on 
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behalf of individuals and defined populations” (Tervalon & 
Murray-Garcia, 1998, p. 117). 
 Cross-cultural humility requires an understanding and ap-
preciation of one’s own culture in a harmonious relationship 
with other cultures that promotes a selfless desire for social 
justice for the benefit of all (Rawls, 1971). Cultural humility also 
recognizes the central expertise of the client and the worker’s 
recognition of his/her lack of knowledge of someone else’s cul-
ture needed to make value judgments (Hohman, 2013; Hook, 
Davis, Owen, Worthington, & Utsey, 2013). During internation-
al service-learning trips, students are expected to approach the 
client situation with respect, humility, and a personal aware-
ness of their own limitations. It can be argued that true collab-
oration and client empowerment happens only when allowing 
the client to be the true expert of his own cultural reality. With-
out cultural humility, international service-learning trips will 
not be able to promote true cultural competence. 
 The cross-cultural competence model presented in this ar-
ticle does not suggest that an outsider can become an expert 
on someone else’s culture by following the proposed steps. In-
stead, it proposes that the model can help significantly increase 
one’s level of cross-cultural competence. The levels of cultural 
competence that can be attained through the implementation 
of this model are: (a) pre-competence—the understanding that 
there is still work to be done; (b) competence—the comprehen-
sion that there is a need for continual personal assessment of 
knowledge and attitudes; and (c) proficiency—the readiness to 
contribute to the knowledge base. (Adams, 1995; Cross, Bazron, 
Dennis, & Isaacs, 1989). 
Student International Exposure
 In a context of globalization and increased population move-
ment across national geographical boundaries, helping profes-
sionals are becoming increasingly aware that they must attain 
excellence in cultural competence (Harper-Dorton & Lantz, 2007, 
p. xi). Cultural immersion is considered one of the best ways for 
social work students to develop cultural sensitivity and the ap-
preciation of other cultures necessary to fulfill the profession’s 
purpose in the 21st century (Anderson et al., 2006; Pence & McGil-
livray, 2008). Additional benefits of cultural immersion include: 
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building student confidence; promoting self-assessment; increas-
ing understanding of globalization and global interdependence; 
increasing interest in humanitarian efforts and volunteer work; 
shaping attitudes and vision; improving critical thinking; and 
helping students understand and appreciate their own culture 
(Chieffo & Griffiths, 2004; Sutton & Rubin, 2004). Furthermore, 
travel abroad also contributes to the development of students’ 
cognitive and affective functioning (Wolfer, 1990). As a result, 
an increasing number of academic disciplines and professions 
are relying on international travel to help their students build 
cross-cultural competence. 
 There are numerous ways of providing cultural immersion 
experiences. These include international study tours, interna-
tional internships, study abroad programs, summer semesters 
abroad, and service-learning trips. It is estimated that approxi-
mately 250,000 college students in the United States participate 
in some form of international experience each year (Sachau, 
Brasher, & Fee, 2010). International field placements and semes-
ters abroad provide students with more time for cultural immer-
sion and skills development. Barriers preventing many students 
from participating in international educational experiences in-
clude lack of time, family or personal issues, financial burdens 
or responsibilities, academic needs and/or school-mandated 
course sequencing (Nagy & Falk, 2000). Content-driven study 
tours provide another option for cultural immersion. These are 
considered fairly limiting in their nature and scope, and may 
be perceived as more “touristy” and narrow in content. In our 
view, international service-learning (ISL) trips are the preferred 
choice to provide students with significant cultural immersion 
experiences, given their relative short-term and applied nature. 
International Service-Learning Trips
 International service-learning (ISL) trips are faculty-led, rel-
atively short-term, overseas intensive trips. From the authors’ 
perspective, ISL trips work best when they last from three to 
eight weeks. These trips enable us to expose students to a broad 
range of cultures, social contexts and geographic locations 
while maintaining a focus on organized service. ISL trips are 
organized in partnership with local organizations and are fully 
embedded in their local contexts. Service activities are designed 
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to address specific local community or institutional needs, with 
a strong emphasis on empowerment consistent with a human 
rights and sustainable development approach (Offenheiser & 
Holcombe, 2003). This type of international exposure provides 
students with opportunities for cultural immersion, hands-on 
involvement, agency or community support and cooperation, 
and personal and professional reflection (Anderson et al., 2006; 
Pence & Macgillivray, 2008). In contrast to study tours, ISL trips 
lead to academic credit and are focused primarily on service 
learning. For this reason, learning must be documented before 
academic credit can be awarded to students. The rigorous learn-
ing objectives and expectations attached to the ISL trips (e.g., 
course content informed service) make this type of internation-
al experience empowering and developmental in nature. The 
ISL developmental nature sharply contrast with the charitable 
model of volunteer tourism or volunteerism.
Charity versus Human Rights Approach to Social Development
 Clear and measurable learning outcomes are key to ISL 
trips. Learning experiences must seek an understanding of lo-
cal realities to enable students to go beyond charity and realize 
the need to empower individuals, groups, or communities to 
create and implement needed changes. This focus is crucial to 
the proposed cross-cultural learning experience. The charita-
ble model approach relies mostly on volunteerism. It sees local 
problems as requiring outside expert assistance provided by 
moral individuals, who sacrifice their time, efforts, and finances 
to provide assistance to people in need (Boesen & Martin, 2007). 
The charitable model requires the development of partnerships 
between helpers and clients to follow a series of expert recom-
mended or mandated activities to solve problems. In spite of 
the merits of this approach, experts recognize the value of the 
local client or community knowledge base in the pursuit of sus-
tainable change. As a result, a new model of development was 
proposed during the last decade. As part of the movement away 
from the charity model, experts looked at sustainability as an 
important aspect of development. The resulting model does not 
see clients as victims. Cultural humility plays a prominent role 
in this model, given that it sees the client as an expert that sim-
ply needs to learn different skills to solve his/her problems. The 
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model proposes that our inalienable human rights must be the 
basis for a true understanding of human problems and their 
solutions, regardless of the context (Boesen & Martin, 2007; 
EQUITAS, 2014). For these reasons, successful international 
service-learning trips rely on a human rights and sustainable 
development approach.   
Phases of Successful International Service-Learning Trips
 We propose the following phases and activities of success-
ful ISL trips based on experiences of the main author during 
several ISL trips and international study tours. 
 Pre-travel phase. Some of the pre-travel activities required 
for the development of successful ISL trips include: (1) Themat-
ic	Identification—On what population and/or issue will the trip 
service activities focus? (2) Geographical	Location	Identification—
Where does the population of interest reside or where is the 
problem taking place (e.g. continent, country, region within a 
country, city/village)? (3) Security Assessment—Is the identified 
destination safe for students and faculty to live and work in? An 
important planning component is the on-going monitoring of 
the site travel.state.gov for up-to-date international travel alerts 
and warnings. (4) In-country	 Partner	 Identification—What com-
munity, institution, organization, or agency would be the best 
partner/s to accomplish the goals of the ISL trip? Universities and 
colleges could partner with entities such as: local governmen-
tal or nongovernmental organizations engaged in community 
development work, local governmental or nongovernmental 
human service agencies, national-level not-for-profit voluntary 
agencies (e.g., World Vision, Save the Children, Catholic Relief, 
CARE, ADRA), U.S.-based organizations in foreign countries 
(e.g., Peace Corps), U.S. governmental organizations (e.g., United 
States Agency for International Development), and other inter-
national organizations (e.g., the UN organizations). (5) Collabo-
ration/Reciprocity Agreement/s—Are there agreements already in 
place between the college/university and the in-country partner 
containing clear guidelines, expectations, and responsibilities 
(e.g., MOUs, partnership agreements)? If not, these documents 
need to be drafted and signed by all parties involved before 
the trip begins. The home institution’s legal team should take a 
close look at these documents before signing them. (6) Program 
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Development—What programs/projects and/or service-learning 
activities would be required for completion of the course? This 
must be decided in close collaboration with the in-country part-
ner entity while following a human rights-based, sustainable 
development model. (7) Curriculum Development—What will be 
the academic content and theoretical framework of the proposed 
course? What will be the in-country service-learning activities? 
What competencies and practice behaviors will be covered in 
the course? (8) Trip Schedule and Itinerary Development—Given its 
relatively short-term nature, what would be the best time for 
the ISL trip to take place (e.g., winter, spring, or summer break)? 
What would be the optimal timeframe for the trip (a minimum 
of three weeks; a maximum of eight weeks)? We should prepare 
for unexpected circumstances and contingencies when devel-
oping the itinerary for the ISL trip by developing a Plan A, Plan 
B, Plan C, and so on. 
 The pre-travel phase should also include: (9) Enrollment Tar-
gets—This is determined by contextual issues, the trip’s char-
acteristics and the project’s capacity. (e.g., housing capacity, 
available transportation, and number of leading faculty). (10) 
Budget Development—work with the in-country partner on iden-
tifying in-country vendors and best prices for international 
and local airfare prices; in-country room and board; in-coun-
try transportation, etc. (11) Faculty Expertise—Does the principal 
faculty leader have the necessary expertise to lead the trip, in-
cluding knowledge of the academic content, travel abroad ex-
perience, and any necessary language proficiency? If elements 
of the required expertise are missing, the leading faculty mem-
ber can either partner with another faculty member, identify 
an in-country expert/consultant who could complement his/
her expertise, or fill any knowledge gaps before the trip takes 
place. (12) Institutional Procedures—Make sure the trip takes 
place in accordance with the home-institution’s policies and 
procedures. Investigate and follow all institutional guidelines 
applicable to ISL trips (e.g., prepare and submit needed applica-
tions and other required documents). This includes following 
all institutional risk management guidelines. (13) Student Re-
cruitment—Identify and disseminate the participants’ inclusion 
and exclusion criteria (e.g., age, degree or area of specialized 
study, academic level). Identify the most appropriate marketing 
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strategies to reach the targeted population (e.g., social media, 
posters, flyers, emails, advising meetings). (14) Informal Student 
Orientation—Meet with interested students to clarify the trip’s 
purpose, goals, and expectations; go over the trip’s schedule 
and financial information; and provide them with information 
regarding course registration. 
 The final steps in the pre-travel phase include: (15) Finalize 
ISL Trip Logistics—Upon students’ registration, purchase airfare 
tickets, pay for the hotel reservations (in many countries, hotels 
require pre-payment for the reserved rooms), purchase interna-
tional travel insurance for all participants, etc. (16) Formal Stu-
dent Preparation—Before departing, registered students should 
participate in a series of face-to-face seminars, presentations, 
and/or lectures. The lead faculty member should meet with stu-
dents as often as necessary, depending on the nature and time-
frame of the trip. Options include weekly meetings for an entire 
semester before the trip, or daily face-to-face interactions for ten 
to fourteen days before departure. Topics to be addressed must 
include, but are not limited to: local history, language, regional 
and local cultural mores and practices, in-country organization-
al norms, body language and verbal cues, dress code, regional 
and local idioms, flexibility and adaptability, non-judgmental 
attitudes (do’s and don’ts), confidentiality, and in-country safe-
ty and security tips. Students may be required to read recom-
mended books and articles and to view video materials. 
 During pre-departure meetings, whenever possible na-
tives of the proposed host country should be invited to share 
personal experiences and to answer students’ questions. The 
lead faculty member may consider the use of a cross-cultural 
self-awareness instrument. Test results should be processed and 
discussed with students. Lastly, a directed written assignment 
should be submitted before departure. The assignment should 
focus on the content covered during the pre-travel face-to-face 
interactions and on students’ trip expectations. Assignments 
should revolve around the first three steps of the cross-cultur-
al competence framework (Figure 1): self-awareness, cross-cul-
tural knowledge, and cross-cultural awareness. Assignments 
should have clear descriptions, expectations, and grading ru-
brics. The last step in the pre-departure preparations is (18) State 
Department Registration—Register the ISL trip participants with 
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the State Department and with the US Embassy/Consulate in 
the host country. 
 In-country phase. The activities suggested during this phase 
include, but are not limited to: (1) Safety and Security—Immedi-
ately upon arrival, the ISL trip leader should get in touch with 
the United States Embassy/Consulate in that country and intro-
duce the group to the local authorities and other leaders, when 
appropriate. At all times, the participants should be aware of 
their immediate physical surroundings, they should keep an 
eye on the political developments in the host country, and they 
should adopt neutral views on national, regional, ethnic, orga-
nizational, local, or personal disputes. (2) In-Country Logistic 
Auditing—Upon arrival, the ISL trip leader should contact the 
partnering entities and all the vendors providing services, such 
as transportation providers, to make sure that these vendors are 
still in business, that the contracted services are still available, 
and that the prices for services and goods did not change (po-
tentially due to higher gas prices, higher national or local in-
flation, etc.). (3) Cultural Information Review—Before starting the 
service-learning activities, a native facilitator from the in-coun-
try partnering entity or a cultural anthropologist from the lo-
cal university/college should be invited to provide a review of 
the cultural information presented during the pre-travel phase, 
and to further clarify any remaining ambiguities and miscon-
ceptions. (4) Service-learning Activities—These are primarily the 
hands-on activities designed to encourage students to “work 
with local organizations to serve the community where they are 
staying, engage in cultural exchange, and learn about a daily 
reality very different from their own” (Grusky, 2000, p. 859). (5) 
Tourist Activities—In addition to the service-learning activities, 
evening and/or weekend tourist activities should be integrated 
into the ISL trip’s schedule. These activities should offer oppor-
tunities for learning about regional or local cultural mores, pro-
vide morale boosters, serve as opportunities for relaxing and 
decompressing. (6) Informational and Devotional Meetings—Every 
morning an informational meeting should take place in order 
to clarify the daily tasks and expectations, changes in schedule, 
etc. A short devotional could take place either before or after 
the informational meeting if the group is composed of faith-
based social work students. (7) Debriefings—At the end of each 
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workday, faculty members and students should meet to discuss 
the activities of the day; share thoughts, feelings and personal 
experiences; and explore the highs and lows of the day. These 
moments of debriefing should further clarify the purpose of the 
trip, solidify the learning objectives, and help cement cultural 
competence principles among students. (8) Monitoring and Eval-
uation—All in-country activities should be monitored and eval-
uated on a consistent basis by the ISL trip leader. This will allow 
for timely interventions when issues arise or when circum-
stances change. (9) Feedback and Guidance—Feedback and guid-
ance should be provided to the students and to the in-country 
partner entities on a consistent basis or as needed. 
 The activities presented in the in-country phase are divid-
ed in three major categories: (1) Investigative—During the ser-
vice-learning trip, students are expected to engage in investi-
gative activities that enable them to study the course topics or 
issues (e.g., experiential research activities and papers, agency/
community presentations). (2) Applied—Students are expected 
to apply the theoretical knowledge acquired in the classroom 
to real life situations. (3) Reflective—Students are expected to 
engage in reflective activities such as debriefing and personal 
journaling at the end of each day. 
 During the in-country phase, students should focus on the 
last two steps of the proposed cross-cultural competence mod-
el (Figure 1): the development and application of cross-cultural 
skills and cultural humility.
 Post-travel phase. Post-trip activities include, but may not 
be limited to: (1) Critical Assessment and Analysis—Upon their 
return, students should be provided with face-to-face interac-
tion/s, written assignments, and/or video diaries to help them 
synthesize and analyze the acquired knowledge. (2) Practical 
Applications—Students should identify applications and impli-
cations of their learning. More specifically, they should reflect 
on the relevant applications of the acquired knowledge for their 
professional skills. They should also identify key applications 
of their learning for the classroom, their degree programs, in-
ternships, communities, and/or work settings. 
 The presented ISL trip stages and activities are not meant to 
be prescriptive, but rather they reflect the personal observations 
and experience gained after years of organizing international 
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service-learning trips and study tours. The stages and activi-
ties presented in this article should be adapted to fit the unique 
needs and contexts of each individual ISL trip.
Conclusion
 
 According to Nagy and Falk (2000), the global village in 
which we now live and global interdependence are growing by 
leaps and bounds. Stein (1965) stated half a century ago that 
“we neglect our responsibility in social work education when 
we do not provide a world view to our students, and we ne-
glect our responsibility to our profession and our government 
when we do not contribute to international service” (p. 55). If 
these words were true more than fifty years ago, they are even 
more important for educators and practitioners today, given the 
shift from charity to a human rights and sustainable develop-
ment approach (Offenheiser & Holcombe, 2003). In conclusion, 
ISL trips help students and faculty members see social work in 
action through empowerment and sustainable social change. 
These trips also give them the opportunity to contextualize 
social work practice. Benefits associated with ISL trips include 
development of cross-cultural competence, learning about glob-
al issues, international exposure, the opportunity to apply in-
ternationally acquired knowledge to domestic, cultural, social, 
and political issues, and the opportunity to contribute our own 
professional experiences and expertise to global issues (Healy, 
1990). Schools of social work are encouraged to infuse interna-
tional content into their curricula and to support international 
service-learning trips, organized content-driven study tours, in-
ternational field placements and study abroad experiences. The 
authors consider international service-learning (ISL) trips to be 
the most comprehensive of all these. These trips create an intri-
cate canvas where students can apply academic knowledge and 
theoretical concepts to community service projects with the 
dual purpose of learning and helping others (Crabtree, 2008).
 
References
Adams, D. L. (1995). (Ed.). Health issues for women of color: A cultural 
diversity perspective. Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications.
131International Service-Learning Trips
Anderson, P. H., Lawton, L., Rexeisen, R. J., & Hubbard, A. C. (2006). 
Short-term study aboard and intercultural sensitivity: A pilot 
study. International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 30, 467–469
Boesen, J. K., & Martin, T. (2007). Applying a rights-based approach: 
An inspirational guide for civil society. The Danish Institute for 
Human Rights. Retrieved from https://www.crin.org/en/docs/dihr_
rba.pdf
Chieffo, L., & Griffiths, L. (2004). Large-scale assessment of student 
attitudes after a short-term study abroad program. Frontiers: The 
Interdisciplinary Journal of Study Abroad, 10, 165–177. 
Council on Social Work Education. (2015). Educational policy and ac-
creditation standards. Retrieved from https://www.cswe.org/getat-
tachment/Accreditation/Accreditation-Process/2015-EPAS/2015E-
PAS_Web_FINAL.pdf.aspx
Crabtree, R. D. (2008). Theoretical foundations for international ser-
vice-learning. Michigan Journal of Community Service Learning, 
15,(1), 18–36., 18–36. 
Cross, T., Bazron, B., Dennis, K., & Issacs, M. (1989). Towards a culturally 
competent system of care, Vol. I. Washington, DC: Georgetown Univer-
sity Child Development Center, CASSP Technical Assistance Center.
EQUITAS International Centre for Human Rights Education. (2014). 2014 in-
ternational human rights training program program information. Retrieved 
from https://equitas.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/2014-IHRTP-In-
formation-Package.pdf
Fong, R. (2004). Culturally competent practice with immigrant and refugee 
children and families. New York: Guilford Press.
Fong, R., & Furuto, S. (Eds.). (2001). Culturally competent practice: Skills, 
interventions, and evaluations. Needham Heights, MA: Pearson.
Grusky, S. (2000). International service learning. American Behavioral 
Scientist, 43(5), 858–867. 
Harper-Dorton, K. V., & Lantz, J. E. (2007). Cross-cultural social work 
practice: Purpose and meaning (2nd ed.). Chicago, IL: Lyceum Books.
Healy, L. M. (1990). International curriculum content: The challenge 
of relevance for social work. In K. Kendall (Ed.), The international 
in American education. (p. 17–23). New York, NY: Hunter College of 
Social Work. Proceedings of an International Symposium.
Hohman, M. (2013). Cultural humility: A lifelong practice. In Situ. Re-
trieved from: http://socialwork.sdsu.edu/insitu/diversity/cultural-
humilityalifelongpractice/
Hokenstad, M. C., & Midgley, J. (1997). Realities of global interdepen-
dence: Challenges for social work in a new century. In M. C. Ho-
kenstad & J. Midgley, Issues in international social work: Global chal-
lenges for a new century (pp. 1–10). Washington, DC: NASW Press. 
132 Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare
Hook, J. N., Davis, D. E., Owen, J., Worthington Jr., E. L., & Utsey, S. 
O. (2013). Cultural humility: Measuring openness to culturally di-
verse clients. Journal of Counseling Psychology. doi:10.1037/a0032595
International Federation of Social Workers (IFSW). (2017). Global	defi-
nition of social work. Retrieved from http://ifsw.org/get-involved/
global-definition-of-social-work/
Lum, D. (Ed.). (2012). Culturally competent practice: A framework for un-
derstanding diverse groups and justice issues (4th ed.). Belmont, CA: 
Brooks/Cole.
Nagy, G., & Falk, D. (2000). Dilemmas in international and cross cul-
tural social work education. International Social Work, 43(1), 49–60.
National Association of Social Workers (NASW). (2008). Code of ethics 
of the National Association of Social Workers. Retrieved from https://
www.socialworkers.org/pubs/code/code.asp
National Association of Social Workers (NASW). (2015). Standards and 
indicators for cultural competence in social work practice. Retrieved 
from https://www.socialworkers.org/
Offenheiser, R. C., & Holcombe, S. H. (2003). Challenges and opportu-
nities in implementing a rights-based approach to development: 
An Oxfam America perspective. Nonprofit	 and	 Voluntary	 Sector	
Quarterly, 32(2), 268-301. doi: 10.1177/0899764003032002006
Pence, H. M., & Macgillivray, I. K. (2008). The impact of an interna-
tional field experience on preservice teachers. Teaching and Teacher 
Education, 24(1), 14–25.
Rawls, J. (1971). A theory of justice. Cambridge, MA: Harvard Univer-
sity Press. 
Sachau, D., Brasher, N., & Fee, S. (2010). Three models for short-term 
study abroad. Journal of Management Education, 34(5), 645–670. 
Stein, H. (1965). International responsibilities of US social work edu-
cation (pp. 41-55). In Conference on International Social Welfare 
Manpower, Proceedings of the Conference. Washington, DC: US 
Government Printing Office.
Sutton, R. C., & Rubin, D. L. (2004). The GLOSSARI project: Initial 
findings from a system-wide research initiative on study abroad 
learning outcomes. Frontiers: The Interdisciplinary Journal of Study 
Abroad, 10, 65–82.
Tervalon, M., & Murray-Garcia, J. (1998). Cultural humility versus 
cultural competence: A critical distinction in defining physician 
training outcomes in multicultural education. Journal of Health 
Care for the Poor and Underserved, 9(2), 117–125.
Wolfer, G. (1990). The relationship of globalmindedness to public schools’ 
travel and living abroad experiences. Doctoral Dissertation. Univer-
sity of Arkansas.
Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare • March 2018 • Volume XLV • Number  1 
133
Knowledge is the central axis of human experience, especially in view 
of the current culture of information and knowledge in a highly inter-
faced and technical globalized world. Increased access to information 
and knowledge are essential prerequisites for the development of all 
aspects of modern societies. Teaching and research are two of the main 
functions of modern universities. As a result, two of their fundamen-
tal pillars are the creation and transfer of knowledge. Such transfer of 
knowledge,	 in	 turn,	 requires	maintaining	 effective	 channels	 of	 com-
munication with the public and private sectors of the labor market. 
Social workers are encouraged to maintain and improve such channels 
of communication and knowledge transfer in academia and in profes-
sional practice. Due to the peculiarities of our profession, a dual strat-
egy for enhancing such communication is proposed. First, universities 
need to generate useful knowledge to eliminate or ameliorate social 
problems. Second, research implications for social work practice must 
be assessed and systematized before they can be disseminated. To this 
end, this article presents and describes various academic and profes-
sional experiences and proposes a model for educational transfer and 
innovation in social work.
Keywords: social work, knowledge transfer, research, practice system-
atization, educational model. 
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Introduction
 
 Social work as a profession intervenes with the person 
by creating a helping relationship within a psychosocial per-
spective. Furthermore, the profession facilitates access to the 
social rights of citizens. It facilitates access to resources and 
social benefits by guaranteeing compliance with the law and 
international agreements. At the same time, social workers are 
immersed in vertiginous changes within the context of a fluid 
society and a globalized world. In this context, the rapid rate of 
change generates new citizen demands for universities and our 
profession. As agents for social change, social workers are inev-
itably involved in these social transformations (García-Castilla 
y Vírseda, 2016a). 
 It is of vital importance to study the dynamic interaction be-
tween people and their social needs. More specifically, we must 
link academic research initiatives to social problems and hu-
man needs in order to generate innovative solutions to benefit 
society and our profession.
 The discipline of social work cannot be oblivious to the new 
demands society imposes on universities. For years the basic 
assumptions related to university functioning have been chal-
lenged, making a third university function necessary; that is to 
play a significantly active role in the process of social innova-
tion. Knowledge transfer requires more than sharing outstand-
ing ideas; it also requires that universities serve as guarantors of 
such process of innovation (Palma, 2012). 
 It is time for universities to seriously ponder and innovate 
their curricula, by adding social academic, professional and tech-
nological competencies. Universities should rethink professional 
practices, and re-analyze the social reality. We must engage in 
research-informed practice and practice-informed research. Nev-
ertheless, the research endeavor is not without challenges. López 
(2012) has identified three 21st century challenges impacting our 
profession, science and citizenship. These are: strengthening 
the scientific endeavor in academia to develop new intervention 
protocols, promoting community social work as an intervention, 
and taking vulnerable groups into consideration.
 Knowledge and technology transfer require a permanent di-
alogue between practice, teaching and research, and a multidi-
rectional network that facilitates the dynamic exchange of avant 
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garde information. Such network and dialogue should result in 
up-to-date knowledge for teachers, better training for students, 
and the creation of spaces for reflection on the social reality and 
professional practice. All of these would benefit the profession 
given new realities and issues. As Galindo, Sanz, and de Benito 
(2011, p. 116) stated, “knowledge transfer has emerged to lead 
the process of technology transformation, to convert the know-
how, the knowledge and the skills into products and innovative 
services in the market.”
 In the present context, organizations and universities man-
aging the transmission of knowledge must undergo signifi-
cant change. It is the responsibility of the university to share 
knowledge with its surroundings. Sharing knowledge with the 
academic surroundings is the responsibility of the university. 
According to Galindo et al. (2011, p. 114) universities must gen-
erate, apply, use and exploit “technology and knowledge out-
side the academic environment through interaction with the 
rest of society.” However, universities should not be the only 
players in this process. All other organizations must generate 
value through knowledge transfer.
 This article describes the processes of knowledge transfer 
and innovation in social work. It presents situations born with-
in the context of globalization and a society that is driven by 
information and knowledge. It also identifies issues that orig-
inate from the interaction of social work education (adaptation 
of curricula, academic professional and technological compe-
tencies) and university policies related to knowledge transfer, 
the profession and society (Arias & Aristizábal, 2011). Finally, 
the article proposes an educational model of knowledge trans-
fer for innovation in social work.
Knowledge Transfer at the University:
The Concept of Knowledge Transfer
 
Social work should not focus only on managing or distrib-
uting resources or benefits; it also needs to contribute to the en-
joyment of social rights and the formulation of public policies 
in a way that leads to full citizenship. As the profession works 
towards this ideal, it cannot be oblivious to the third role of 
the university. The transfer of knowledge should contribute to 
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improve the quality of care and the well-being of society. This 
can be attained by research and development-driven synergies 
between the university, social institutions and other agents re-
sponsible for social innovation.
What is knowledge transfer? According to Beraza and Ro-
dríguez (2009), it is a way to create value through research 
efforts. It activates and strengthens the innovating ability of 
surrounding enterprises, therefore contributing to economic 
growth and to social welfare. Knowledge transfer should be a 
dynamic process that brings together the university and social 
institutions to generate knowledge through social research. 
Such research analyzes best practices, aimed at optimizing 
quality of care by social workers (social services, third sector, 
consultants). The main objective of knowledge transfer in social 
work is to improve individual care and collective welfare to en-
hance citizens’ access to social rights (García-Castilla y Vírseda, 
2016a; IFSW, 2004; López, 2012).
It would be advisable for social workers to develop a type 
of social jurisprudence to learn how to solve cases through their 
professional practice, generate resources for intervention and 
provide information that promotes research and innovation in 
universities. According to Zárraga (2009), a backroom of social re-
search must be created to integrate academic and professional 
practice. The process of knowledge transfer is expected to go 
beyond the university and the organization and have an ulti-
mate impact on society. The transfer of knowledge should help 
people enjoy full citizenship 
Adaptation to European Higher Education
 
The decade of 2000 began to reshape European Higher Edu-
cation. The European Higher Education Agency was created to 
initiate educational reform, including: standardizing and vali-
dating qualifications and skills; establishing a schedule of grade 
levels, masters and doctorates; reorienting teaching methodolo-
gy in learning; and encouraging more practice and applicability 
(De la Fuente, 2014).
This restructuring of the processes and goals of higher ed-
ucation is taking place within the context of globalization and 
the internationalization of higher education. In recent decades, 
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we have witnessed a more prominent role for higher education 
in “the agenda of international organizations and national gov-
ernments, higher education institutions and their representa-
tive bodies, student organizations and accreditation agencies” 
(De Wit, 2011, p. 77). Consistent with this, UNESCO has em-
phasized the international context of higher education. Given 
this requirement to internationalize its curricula (De Wit, 2011; 
Guerrero & Urbano, 2012), each university follows its own strat-
egies and policies (global, multicultural, mobility of teachers 
and students, use and development of technology, creation of 
enterprises and international institutes, periodic publications). 
And all this takes place in a context in which the State is in-
creasingly reducing public funding for the support of univer-
sities (Kindelán, 2013). In this context, the survival of public or 
private universities is dependent on its internationalization and 
the establishment of opportunities to collaborate with other 
universities in the promotion of its teaching-learning process 
and knowledge transfer (Barro, 2015). 
The international dimension in higher education revolves 
around politics, the economy, society, culture and academia 
(De Wit, 2002). The role of universities within the context of 
globalization is to facilitate the flow of technology, knowledge, 
people, values and ideas that affect each country in particular 
ways. These flows are expected to stimulate rational economies 
(Knight, 2008).
The Bologna Declaration of 1999 and the Lisbon Strate-
gy of 2009 highlighted two dynamics of internationalization 
that must coexist: competition and cooperation (De Wit, 2011). 
Competition in the teaching-learning process results from the 
transmitted knowledge, training and values of students. Never-
theless, academia pushes teachers, students and technical staff 
to the same international sphere. That is, all the actors in the 
academic community have gone from a personal competition 
at the national level to an international competition where re-
search and its dissemination remain central.
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The Teaching-Research Debate
in European Higher Education
 
The processes of internationalization and adaptation in Eu-
ropean Higher Education are not exempt from debates or risks. 
Twenty-first century universities must be guarantors of the 
teaching-research endeavor in spite of economic pressures (Kin-
delan, 2013) and/or competing dynamics and social values. Uni-
versities should be more than mere transmitters of knowledge. 
They should also be protagonists in the process of dissemina-
tion and innovation. This will inevitably require partnerships 
with the business world (Gibbons et al., 1994).
One of the changes in the teaching-learning model is that it 
now requires students to actively participate in their education 
and be responsible for it. In this model, the teacher’s role is to 
share his knowledge and become a guide in the learning pro-
cess. Students must learn from many sources in their efforts to 
develop academic and international competencies. They must 
actively participate in their acquisition of knowledge and devel-
opment of skills, abilities and attitudes while aiming at specific 
learning outcomes. To this end, the university should offer more 
flexibility in the teaching-learning process. Teaching strategies 
should focus on the curricula as well as on teaching methods 
(Kindelan, 2013).
Social Work in Knowledge Transfer:
European Higher Education and Social Work
 
The International Federation of Social Workers (IFSW) has 
developed the “Global Qualification Standards and Training in 
Social Work” (Sewal & Jones, 2007). These represent universal 
propositions for the development of universal social work stud-
ies that take into account different cultures as well as the pecu-
liarities of many countries (De Wit, 2011). 
A “white book” for the social work degree was created 
(Vázquez, 2004) and the book, as well as the Criteria for Design-
ing Curricula Undergraduate Degrees in Social Work (2007) were 
launched. Their aim was to promote social work curricula at dif-
ferent universities that revolve around generic and specialized 
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skills, that require the use of learning activities, and that are 
learning outcomes oriented. 
It is necessary to modify and adapt teaching materials as 
part of the process of curricular evaluation to respond to emerg-
ing knowledge and competency demands. This is necessary to 
properly equip social workers to respond to the demands of the 
workplace. This should be seen as an opportunity to include 
the competencies of universal accessibility and design into pro-
fessional practice, teaching and research (De la Fuente, 2014). 
Furthermore, we should also take advantage of this opportu-
nity to introduce digital skills and technology to support so-
cial workers in their efforts to respond to adverse social realities 
(García-Castilla y Vírseda, 2016b).
Adapting social work curricula to satisfy the new require-
ments of the IFSW has required greater flexibility. This has al-
lowed institutions to identify and rely on “best practices” and 
focus on learning outcomes (García-Castilla y Vírseda, 2016a). 
Social work competencies must clearly integrate knowl-
edge, values and skills. The focus on the development of com-
petencies for practice is consistent with the applied nature of 
our discipline and our professional models of social action (re-
flection-action). Since its inception, social work knowledge has 
stemmed from a constant interaction between applied social re-
search, teaching, and professional practice with different popu-
lations, problems and settings (Goyette y Lessard-Herbet, 1988). 
Our profession has also sought to increase our professional 
body of knowledge through interdisciplinary research (Juan, 
Morata, Morante, Trujillo, & Raya, 2013). 
The goals of social work education must include, but not be 
limited to, the transfer of knowledge to students, who in turn 
will impact society through their practice and their research. 
As part of an exchange model, the social worker must promote 
a participatory process that highlights choices and shared deci-
sion-making. This approach would be a logical outcome of the 
values  of our profession and from the so-called University So-
cial Responsibility (USR) (Domínguez, 2009).
Learning Experiences and Actions in Social Work
 
This section highlights findings of social work research 
and evaluations as well as other experiences-related knowledge 
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transfer. The European Higher Education Agency (EHEA) con-
sistently applies standards to measure the quality and prestige 
of a discipline. One of the most frequently used indicators is the 
level of scholarly productivity and dissemination (Kindelán, 
2012). In addition to scholarship, social work promotes innova-
tion through the establishment of educational teaching models 
that rely on technology and experiences of cooperation. All of 
these actions are intended to improve the welfare of citizens. In 
the following, we identify the strategies that knowledge trans-
fer relies on in its pursuit of social transformations.
Evaluation of scholarly productivity
 Social work and social services must adapt to new systems 
for measuring scholarly productivity if they wish to increase 
their academic prestige and standing within the university. 
Martínez, Diaz, Lima, Herrera, and Herrera (2014) conducted an 
evaluation of social work’s scholarly productivity. They provid-
ed a bibliometric analysis of international research produced 
by Spanish researchers and academicians. They reviewed so-
cial work publications indexed in Journal Citation Reports-2011 
(JCR). They found that 152 papers were published in interna-
tional journals indexed in JCR. This shows a weakness in inter-
national publications. However, the trend is gradually chang-
ing. There are approximately 1,000 citations of publications 
highlighting relative impact and 17 highlighting high impact. 
The limited number of publications in the area of  social work 
and social services is due in part to the small number of avail-
able social work journals. This, however, should not prevent an 
increase in publications given that there are other journals in 
JCR with affinity to social work. 
Academic Social Responsibility
 Academia must encourage and lead the process of knowl-
edge transfer in response to social demands. Research in so-
cial work and social services must seek to reverse or counter 
the dynamics that create poverty or increase social inequalities. 
Marín, Valarezo, and Sarango (2014), in collaboration with a net-
work of Latin American Universities, identify knowledge trans-
fer as a way to help reduce extreme poverty through a protocol 
consistent with Academic Social Responsibility practices.
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Interactive concept maps as learning resources in academia
 The use of technology in the teaching-learning process can 
facilitate the active participation of students in building their 
own knowledge. Cabero, Ballesteros and López (2015) conduct-
ed a study in two Andalusian universities to explore the useful-
ness of interactive concept maps as a teaching resource. They 
analyzed the possibilities and limitations of this tool for the 
professional and academic development of educators and so-
cial workers.  Study findings highlight the need to improve the 
training of teachers for the management of Interactive Concept 
Maps, as well as acknowledge that new pedagogical methodol-
ogies are needed for learning and teaching about ethics.
Massive online open courses (MOOC)
 This is a new university learning platform based on infor-
mation and communication technologies (ICT). It is considered 
“a revolution with great potential in the world of education” 
(Vázquez-Cano & López, 2014, p. 3). This methodology differs 
from e-learning in the areas of cost and access. It calls for new 
educational spaces to facilitate the continuing education of so-
cial worker educators. It seeks to enable them to acquire digi-
tal skills and apply these to their curricula (García-Castilla y 
Vírseda, 2016b). This creates new possibilities for scientific pub-
lication, the design of teaching and training methods, and the 
creation of bi-directionality in learning from the discipline to 
the profession, or from the profession to the University.
Technology for social inclusion
 The advent of technology has improved people’s quality of 
life. More specifically, we refer to online technology guided by 
social welfare criteria to help shape socio-economic systems, so-
cial justice, income distribution, and inclusion (Juárez & Avel-
laneda, 2011). Challenges and possibilities associated with this 
type of technology include: access to quality information as a 
social right; the use of more advanced and interconnected social 
software; the use of technology and telecare devices to reduce 
isolation and loneliness among the elderly, as well as enhanced 
monitoring and care; the use of mobile telephone applications 
to locate persons; and home devices and the use of robotics.
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New intervention spaces
 Developments in technology are creating opportunities for 
social workers. New social work interventions must stem from 
a flexible and innovative vision. Social workers must develop 
new and effective channels of communication between teachers 
and researchers within the university and the community at 
large. The value of enhanced communication is exemplified by 
the community social work specialization. Community social 
work values and promotes mutual aid, solidarity, social justice, 
rights, and resources (López, 2012). The previously mentioned 
values also support the advancement of technology and the use 
of social networks, which in turn generate new forms of com-
munication and spaces of intervention and cooperation. The 
goal is to turn the community into an action subject beyond social 
work’s ability to promote its self-sufficiency. Social networks are 
already playing an important role in community social work.
 A study conducted by Rodríguez (2016) analyzed a train-
ing intervention in a social network. The study relied on 
semi-structured interviews with social workers from different 
municipalities of the Community of Madrid that comprises 
over one hundred thousand inhabitants. Significant study find-
ings include that community social work at the local level needs 
new strength-based approaches to build the capacity of social 
networks and mobilize resources toward positive change. So-
cial networks represent a new way to communicate. Social 
work must take advantage of them to promote empowerment. 
Gilchrist (2009, p. 95) states that: “the purpose of development 
of the community is to support and shape the creation of formal 
and informal networks in order to facilitate and make real the 
empowerment of collective action.”
Inter-academic	cooperation	and	scientific	research
 Juan and colleagues (2013), consistent with the indications 
of the Lisbon Strategy of 2005 (CRUE, 2001), state that this ap-
proach promotes scientific cooperation, through programs of 
inter-university cooperation and scientific research with the 
goal of a fair and more participatory society. These initiatives 
require voluntary actions, cooperation and work of the third 
social sector. They also require the integration of theory and 
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practice, “managing academic, scientific and professional com-
petencies intended for intervention in an innovative field of 
inter-university cooperation” (Juan et al., 2013, p. 71), and the 
ability to implement projects tailored to specific social contexts. 
Our experiences with the University of Oujda in Morocco and 
the National Institute for Work and Social Studies of Tunisia 
exemplify university cooperation and social commitment to 
knowledge transfer.
Academic career and propensity to technology transfer
 A study by Aceytuno and Sánchez-López (2014), analyzed this 
topic in the case of the University of Huelva. The contributions of 
knowledge and technology transfer have important implications 
for the efficiency of technology transfer (Berbegal-Mirabent, La-
fuente, & Sole, 2013; Zarrabeitia, Díaz, Ruiz, & Alvarez, 2010). Ac-
cording to the previously mentioned authors, personal attributes 
and the characteristics of their professional and academic career 
“determine the propensity of researchers to engage in technology 
transfer” (Aceytuno & Sánchez-López, 2014, pp. 80–81). The value 
of their study does not stem from the generalizability of findings, 
but from their ability to provide insights into complex phenom-
ena. Findings suggest gender differences that give men a greater 
propensity to engage in technology transfer activities. Other fac-
tors associated to the greater propensity to engage in technology 
transfer include the academic discipline of the researcher, senior-
ity in the university, academic rank and possession of a doctor-
ate. Furthermore, researchers who publish more have a greater 
propensity towards technology transfer. 
 Feixas et al. (2013) conducted another research study on 
factors that influence teaching transfer of university faculty. 
They collected data by administering the Teaching Transfer Fac-
tor Questionnaire in 18 universities (n = 1,026). Findings related 
to teacher training programs in Spanish universities, revealed 
highly frequent use of short-term training modalities (cours-
es, seminars, workshops) versus seven long training activities. 
They also revealed a tendency to focus training on competency 
development in the areas of management, the teaching-learning 
process, communication and language skills, technological 
skills and personal development. Because of this, we propose 
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that there is a measure of transfer in teacher’s training. This 
takes place mostly within the context of programs that focus 
on the development of teaching capacity and not of programs 
seeking curricular, institutional or professional development 
(Feixas et al., 2013).
Educational Model of Knowledge Transfer for Innovation
in Social Work (EMKTISW)
As noted at the beginning, this article contains a literature 
review on the topic of knowledge transfer and various forma-
tive experiences aimed at producing social transformations. 
Based on this, we propose a model of innovation in social work. 
This model should contribute to the dissemination of research 
findings and professional experiences. This model seeks to pro-
vide guidance to social work practitioners and researchers, giv-
en that knowledge transfer revolves around research and the 
application of research findings to professional practice.
The Educational Model of Knowledge Transfer for Inno-
vation in Social Work (METCITS) involves 19 actions related 
to research and innovation initiated by government agencies, 
businesses, University research, development and innovation 
projects, and civic organizations. We emphasize that this ed-
ucational model originates in academia and in civic organiza-
tions trying to impact the welfare state. The model is based on 
the following premises: (1) the university, from an academic 
perspective, conducts theoretical or basic, and applied research. 
Academic research projects are usually sophisticated and am-
bitious, and supported by interdisciplinary scientific networks; 
(2) civic institutions, social entities, and practicing professionals 
demand research knowledge with practical applications. They 
participate in the integration of research and practice to im-
prove interventions and social care.
Universities and other social institutions or entities rely 
on research networks, technology and public and/or private 
funding to develop a set of transfer actions (see Figure 1) (Arias 
y Aristizábal, 2011; Barro, 2015; De Wit, 2011; Friedman y Sil-
berman, 2003; Hidalgo, 2006; Parellada, 2015). This generates 
knowledge and facilitates novel ideas that, through different 
processes, contribute to greater social impact. Thus, the level of 
impact is determined by the cumulative effect of transformative 
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actions that inform the formulation of social policies by the 
state, such as care plans, programs and projects, redistribution 
of resources, employability models, sustainability mechanisms 
and social solidarity. Within universities, these actions may fa-
cilitate the creation of new methods, models, techniques, de-
velopment, indicators of quality, novel ideas. In the market and 
in the industry they may lead to the creation of new models of 
social attention, productive sector, reliability, and validity. Fi-
nally, in communities and civil society, these actions may lead 
to social rights, resources, benefits, and citizen participation. 
The University fulfills its social responsibility by respond-
ing to the demands of society and contributing to economic 
and social development through knowledge transfer. This en-
tails a collective effort on the part of the university, the state 
and the business sector. Subsequently, society is incorporated 
as a receptor and participant of the synergies that result from 
the different innovation processes. This forces all other actors to 
become involved and become accountable to funders of special 
initiatives and to those who demand social innovations.
The role of the social work discipline from human rights 
and social justice perspective is to contribute to improve social 
welfare. Social workers, as agents of change and mediators be-
tween government and other actors, must take advantage of 
their positions within universities, institutions and various so-
cial entities to facilitate the creation of educational approaches 
that generate knowledge and applied models.
The goal of scientific discovery is not only to produce goods 
and services while being guided by competitiveness and pro-
ductivity; it must also seek to meet social needs and promote 
cooperation. Social work has a shared responsibility with other 
disciplines to research, innovate, transfer knowledge and con-
tribute to the well-being of society.
Conclusion:
From Social Innovation to Full Citizenship
 
 This article has described several processes and actions as-
sociated with the transfer of knowledge and innovation in social 
work. Our profession is immersed in a social context dominat-
ed by globalization and the internationalization of university 
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education. Our information- and knowledge-driven society re-
quires that we connect academia, scholarship and technology to 
the professional practice of social workers. We need to formu-
late effective and rational policies at the university level related 
to knowledge transfer to the profession and to society with the 
ultimate goal of improving our collective welfare.
 Scientific and technological innovations are directly related 
to economic and social development. As part of their response 
to social problems, universities are expected to use foresight to 
analyze future trends and formulate pertinent competitive or 
cooperative strategies in partnership with civil society.
 Social work research faces multiple new challenges, such as 
those described in Horizon 2020. Collective problems demand-
ing an effective response include physical illness, demographic 
changes and the resulting demands on the welfare state. There 
is a need to concentrate knowledge transfer efforts during the 
next ten years on the three areas of: technology and aging; tech-
nology, environmental management and citizen participation; 
and technology and advanced automation (López, 2014).
 These challenges require researchers to generate knowledge 
to be transferred to the state as well as the public and private 
sectors to guide and/or inform their policies and collective ac-
tions. We must engage in research-informed practices, espe-
cially when working under adverse conditions. Social work re-
searchers, educators and practitioners must work cooperatively 
with other professionals, the business sector and government 
officials to generate, disseminate and apply new knowledge. 
Social workers should participate in research and knowledge 
transfer that lead to social innovation, as a sign of disciplinary 
maturity, to sustain and advance educational programs, to fa-
vor social transformations, and to help members of our societies 
enjoy full citizenship. 
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Social workers in the United States are confronted on a daily basis 
with	 challenges	 reflecting	 the	 imprint	 of	 globalization.	Nevertheless,	
research shows that most of them are not trained to deal with the glob-
al realities of the 21st century, including how to use a rights-based 
sustainable development approach. This article proposes the use of 
a rights-based development model as opposed to a charity-based ap-
proach. It provides a rationale for implementing a global perspective 
in social work education that addresses sustainable development con-
sistent with social work values and unique mission. Furthermore, it 
proposes that it is paramount to adhere to a global perspective in social 
work education, especially in light of growing global interdependence 
in economics, communication, and human migration. The article dis-
cusses the implications of trends in online/distance education learning 
to global social work practice, and outlines implications of globalization 
and the growing global interdependence to social work theory, welfare 
policy, and practice.  It also stresses the need to include this content 
in	field	education.	The	article	concludes	with	a	discussion	on	how	to	
incorporate global content into social work curricula and how to over-
come the barriers that may emerge in this process. 
Key words: globalization, social work education, charity model, rights-
based development, sustainable development.
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Introduction
 
 Globalization as a concept has been at the forefront of the 
current interdisciplinary literature, with an emphasis on its 
effect on global economies and management across cultures. 
Throughout its long history, the charity-based model empha-
sized donations by individuals, foundations, and developed 
countries, creating an environment where the receivers became 
highly dependent on the donors with no long-term sustainable 
impact. According to many authors, a rights-based sustainable 
development approach should become an important part of so-
cial work curricula, and be incorporated into learning compe-
tencies (Barner & Okech, 2013; Mocanu, Vasiliu, & Stancu, 2012; 
Zolfaghari, Sabran, & Zolfaghari, 2009). During the last three to 
four decades, social work literature has emphasized the need to 
include global content and models for sustainable development 
in its curricula, consistent with the profession’s mission and 
values (Barner & Okech, 2013; Dominelli, 2010; Gatenio Gabel, & 
Healy, 2012; Riebschleger & Agbényiga, 2012). Yet, we still have 
a long way to go before achieving comprehensive infusion of 
global content and learning outcomes throughout social work 
curricula. In light of current events, such infusion is of para-
mount importance to effectively respond to social problems in 
the United States and abroad (Barner & Okech, 2013; Edwards, 
2011; IFSW, 2017; Riebschleger & Agbényiga, 2012). Furthermore, 
thanks to recent advances in technology and communication 
worldwide, more and more universities are now offering dis-
tance education courses and fully online social work programs. 
This phenomenon brings the need to include global content in 
theory and practice courses to the forefront of social work ed-
ucation (Alphonse, George, & Moffat, 2008; Mocanu, Vasiliu, & 
Stancu, 2012; Zolfaghari, Sabran, & Zolfaghari, 2009).          
 Emerging trends in social welfare include crisis response 
and rebuilding, and the need to empower displaced and/or op-
pressed populations due to natural or technological disasters. 
Images of the devastation caused by hurricanes, massive tsuna-
mi, wars, and refugee crises (such as those in the Middle East 
and Europe) are brought to us through the mass media on a 
daily basis. These events, along with increased globalization, 
make it evident that we live in a ‘global village.’ Individuals and 
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communities are becoming more aware of the effects of global-
ization on people and governments as a result of international 
economic treaties such as WTO, NAFTA, CAFTA, GATT and 
international social, economic, political, and environmental 
summits (Gibson, Hall, & Tavlas, 2012). Furthermore, the ease 
of global travel and economic and cultural exchange has made 
globalization a household issue (Bertucci & Alberti, 2001; Ed-
wards, 2011; Gatenio Gabel & Healy, 2012).
 Poverty, disease epidemics, and natural or technological 
disasters are not restrained by geographic or national borders. 
What happens in one part of the world often has an impact in 
other parts of the globe. For example, efforts to integrate refu-
gees into a local community are often a direct consequence of 
events, social problems, and policies thousands of miles away. 
Immigration and refugee crises are triggered by situations in 
sending countries and these in turn necessitate community 
planning, interventions and additional welfare services in re-
ceiving countries (Riebschleger & Agbényiga, 2012).
 Today, in the United States of America (USA), social workers 
are confronted on a daily basis with diverse situations reflect-
ing the imprint of globalization. Examples of such situations are 
female genital mutilation of female refugees in the USA coming 
from African countries, and American global aid workers and 
their families experiencing culture shock, adaptation anxiety, 
and feelings of abandonment when working overseas and when 
they return to the USA. The United States Census Bureau (2015) 
estimates that over 13% of the total population living in the U.S. 
is foreign-born. This percentage includes economic immigrants 
as well as refugees and asylum seekers in need of specialized 
social work interventions by professionals with global social 
work expertise and skills. In order to effectively address these 
situations, social workers need knowledge and competence 
stemming from various social sciences such as anthropology, 
geography, sociology, psychology, etc. 
 The challenges faced by the social work profession in the 21st 
century have led scholars to question whether the profession 
and social work academic programs are up to the great demands 
posed by globalization (Hokenstad & Midgley, 1997; Zolfaghari 
et al., 2009). The way we respond to globalization is greatly in-
fluenced by our professional values of service and social justice 
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(NASW, 2008), and the mandate for a positive, sustainable, and 
human rights-based empowering social change that “enhances 
[the] wellbeing” of the people (IFSW, 2017, para 2). Because of 
this, many social workers are learning how events and policies 
abroad impact the profession at home and are preparing to ef-
fectively respond to these events (Gatenio Gabel & Healy, 2012). 
Global trends in the 21st century make more evident the need 
for a paradigm shift within in social work education and prac-
tice in the USA. 
 Social work scholarly literature projected this conceptual 
shift even before the end of the last century. In 1996, Payne stated 
that “we need a changed conception of social work which rep-
resents effectively the whole range of its knowledge and skills 
throughout the world” (p. 172). Nagy and Falk (2000) suggested 
two ways to attain the much-needed paradigm shift in social 
work higher education. In their opinion, social work programs in 
the USA should either: (1) infuse global content throughout the 
curriculum, or (2) provide specialized educational opportunities 
for those interested in pursuing careers in global social work. 
Current global trends, suggest that almost two decades after 
Nagy and Falk made their suggestions, it is more imperative than 
ever for social work practitioners to have a working knowledge of 
global social issues, and the ability to work with diverse clients 
in the USA and abroad (Edwards, 2011; Mocanu et al., 2012).  So-
cial work programs must educate students in global issues and/
or provide hands-on experiences in other countries if they want 
their graduates to be competitive in the current workforce. This 
is particularly true considering the potential global impact of dis-
tance/online social work education. Online education may poten-
tially change the face of social work education at the global level 
through unprecedented access to information and technology. 
In the long term, this educational shift could help the profession 
become more responsive to the needs of 21st century social work 
clients and practitioners.  As shown in the following pages, the 
social work profession promoted the inclusion of global content 
in the curriculum before the widespread access to information 
and technology of the 21st century.  
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The Mission and Definition
of Global Social Work
 Growing global interdependence and global population 
movements greatly influenced Elis Enval in the early 1990s.  At 
the time, he was president of the International Federation of So-
cial Workers (IFSW).  He became aware of the increasing effects 
of globalization on technology, economics, politics and culture. 
Based on these observations, he concluded that the social work 
profession should redefine its practice to respond to new global 
developments in order to become more relevant. Subsequently, 
during its 2000 biennial general meeting, the IFSW agreed to 
replace the 1982 definition of international social work with a 
new definition emphasizing the relevance of human rights as 
key aspects of healthy human relationships in a context of prob-
lem solving, social change, empowerment, and enhancement of 
people’s well-being (IFSW, 2017). This new definition may serve 
as a mission statement that synthesizes the reason for the ex-
istence of a profession united in purpose while playing differ-
ent roles across the globe. A year after adopting the new IFSW 
definition, the International Association of Schools of Social 
Work (IASSW) adopted IFSW’s definition, showcasing the im-
portance of understanding peoples and cultures in their social 
environmental contexts across cultures (Hare, 2004). Similarly, 
the National Association of Social Workers, through its Code of 
Ethics, emphasizes the need for social workers to promote the 
welfare of individuals and communities locally as well as glob-
ally (NASW, 2008). Following the same principles, the Council 
on Social Work Education, through its Educational Policies and 
Accreditation Standards, states that the purpose of social work 
education is to instill knowledge and skills for practice across 
systems, from the local to the global (CSWE, 2015).    
Globalization and Social Work 
 Current global events make evident the need for a paradigm 
shift in social work education and practice in the USA. For this 
reason, it is important to understand what globalization is and 
how it impacts social work education. Midgley (1997, p. xi), in his 
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seminal work Social Welfare in Global Context, defined globaliza-
tion as “a process of global integration in which diverse peoples, 
economies, cultures, and political processes are increasingly 
subjected to international influences.” Almost two decades later, 
IFSW defined globalization as “the process by which all peoples 
and communities come to experience an increasingly common 
economic, social, and cultural environment” (IFSW, 2012, p. #?). 
These definitions show that globalization affects the state of the 
world economy as well as each particular culture and its peo-
ple. The globalization of the economy, democracy, and science 
is redefining the way people relate to each other, address social 
justice and well-being, communicate, and exchange goods and 
services (Bertucci & Alberti, 2001; Mocanu et al., 2012; Mohan, 
1999). Given that globalization may have both positive and neg-
ative effects on individual societies, social workers must be pre-
pared to address both positive and negative consequences of 
globalization (Barbera, 2006). For example, the way in which the 
European Union (E.U.) handled the economic crisis of Greece 
illustrates some of the positive and negative aspects of global-
ization. Joining the E.U. required Greece to adopt the E.U.’s 
currency. The adoption of the Euro contributed to the Greek 
economic crisis, given that, as part of the E.U., the country now 
had to compete with large-scale European economies.  Many 
believe that Greece’s inability to do this resulted in the coun-
try’s financial crisis and the subsequent social upheaval (Gibson 
et al., 2012). 
Implications for Social Work Theory,
Welfare Policy, Practice, and Education
 Social work practice in North America is primarily focused 
on clinical practice with individuals and families (Gray & Fook, 
2004). As a result, there is not much room in the curricula to teach 
skills relevant for rights-based sustainable community develop-
ment. According to Caragata and Sánchez (2002), North Amer-
ican social work focus on direct practice and clinical work rep-
resents the greatest obstacle to the involvement of social workers 
in the global arena. Very few graduates with a macro social work 
background become involved in global social work, in spite of 
the profession’s commitment to social justice (Hill, Ferguson, 
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& Erickson, 2010). This limitation was previously observed by 
Taylor (1999). He stated that deficits in the American higher edu-
cation system have prevented the profession from developing a 
macro social work vision with an emphasis on social justice.  In 
response to this, Katsui (2009) has proposed a shift from the char-
ity model to a rights-based sustainable development approach 
expected to empower groups and communities. This will require 
addressing social work core principles and mission from a global 
perspective and understanding the implications of this for social 
work theory, policy, practice and education.
Implications of Globalization for Social Work Theory
 The “person-in-environment” approach, with an added 
global perspective, was chosen as a fundamental concept in so-
cial work practice in 2000 by the IFSW task force.  It was also 
included in the revised 2015 CSWE Educational Policy and Ac-
creditation Standards (CSWE, 2015). This has brought attention 
to two major theoretical frameworks related to globalization: 
theories of human behavior and theories of social systems. Ac-
cording to Hare (2004), the IFSW highlights three important as-
pects: “evidence-based knowledge, indigenous knowledge, and 
bio-psychosocial factors” (p. 415). Evidence-based knowledge is 
used for decision-making in practice and stems from a combina-
tion of best practices, practitioner’s professional judgment, and 
the client’s environmental context and values (Spencer, Detrich, 
& Slocum, 2012). Indigenous knowledge stems from the cultur-
al and economic reality of a specific community (Hare, 2004). 
Bio-psychosocial factors acknowledge the diversity of contexts, 
social and cultural values, and the uniqueness of each individ-
ual affected by social work assessment and interventions (Hare, 
2004). Social work theory in the context of globalization recogniz-
es the unique value and contribution of the environment to the 
development and well-being of all people.            
Implications of Globalization for Social
Work Advocacy to Impact Policy Change
 In the United States, social workers often engage in advo-
cacy to produce policy change at the local, regional, state and 
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national levels. Two of the most important problems affecting 
humanity today are poverty and the violation of human rights. 
Given the complexities associated with these problems and 
given the interconnectedness of social, economic, and political 
systems, social workers are encouraged to draw from the expe-
riences and/or expertise of other countries to aid in their change 
efforts (Hokenstad & Midgley, 2004). Regardless of its domes-
tic or international context, the advocacy process designed to 
impact policy change should follow several main steps.  These 
include: (1) researching the issues and potential impacts; (2) in-
formation dissemination and awareness building in the larger 
societal context; (3) coordinating and organizing grass roots ad-
vocacy activities, and last, but not least, (4) influencing sustain-
able policy change (Queiro-Tajalli, McNutt, & Campbell, 2003). 
Poverty presents many challenges, regardless of its geographi-
cal location, social, economic or political context. Poverty is as-
sociated with hunger, “disease, violence, family disintegration, 
indignities and sometimes even death” (Seipel, 2003, p. 191). 
Unfortunately, globalization has had the unintended effect of 
increasing poverty instead of eradicating it. According to Seipel 
(2003), some of the unintended consequences of globalization 
include: (a) economic stagnation or economic decline especially 
in underdeveloped or developing countries; (b) income inequal-
ity; (c) increased external debt among underdeveloped and de-
veloping countries; and (d) lack of commitment to education in 
many parts of the world (p. 195). 
 National economies are often poorly regulated or driven by 
unaccountable market forces. Furthermore, economic problems 
are exacerbated by lack of corporate responsibility. As a result, 
researchers and watchdog organizations have observed a con-
tinued increase in poverty levels and income inequality, despite 
the United Nations Millennial Goals (Global Agenda for Social 
Work and Social Development, 2012). This shows that, although 
global capitalism and globalization have brought wealth to a 
few nations or individuals, it has also broadened the gap be-
tween the rich and the poor. 
 Social service spending represents a good indicator of in-
creased poverty in many countries. Social service spending is 
usually drastically reduced or severed when countries face eco-
nomic instability. A country’s level of poverty is often reflected 
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in its education and healthcare spending (Seipel, 2003). Many 
believe that social work is one of the very few professions qual-
ified to deal holistically with the consequences of poverty. For 
this reason, Seipiel (2003) provides the following recommended 
course of action for the profession: (1) fully embrace the prin-
ciples of social and political justice; (2) schools of social work 
must become active agents of social change; (3) social workers 
must increase their efforts to interact with international bodies 
such as the United Nations (UN), World Bank, the IMF, FAO, 
and other similar NGOs; and (4) facilitate the building of polit-
ical solidarity among poor people (pp. 204–206). Furthermore, 
Krumer-Nevo, Weiss-Gal, and Monnickendam (2009) suggest 
that the social work profession should: (1) shift the focus from 
individuals and family treatment to community work and de-
velopment; (2) use interventions at the global socioeconomic 
level rather than the individual level; (3) advocate and empow-
er; (4) connect and network with others; and (5) use client input 
to determine the nature of needed interventions and desired 
social change. 
 Human rights are another very important concept intri-
cately intertwined with poverty and social welfare policy. The 
United Nations Center for Human Rights defines human rights 
as “those rights which are inherent in our nature and without 
which we cannot live as human beings” (1994, p. 4). The head-
lines on television, newspapers, and magazines lead the pub-
lic to erroneously believe that human rights abuses are taking 
place only in refugee camps, in countries torn apart by wars, 
or in countries struggling under oppressive regimes. Amnesty 
International, however, reports numerous past and present hu-
man rights violations that are taking place in the United States. 
This includes sexual and physical abuse as an ongoing reality 
and lack of access to qualified medical care in cases of treat-
able medical conditions among incarcerated men and women 
in the United States (Amnesty International Report cited in 
Queiro-Tajalli et al., 2003, p.150).
 For these and other reasons, social workers should also un-
dertake the role of human rights activists, consistent with the 
profession’s main mission and purpose of meeting people’s ba-
sic human needs and the desire to uphold and protect the rights 
of disenfranchised or at-risk populations, such as children, 
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women, the elderly, refugees, etc. The desire of social workers 
around the world to promote social justice has led them to en-
gage in social action that in certain countries often resulted in 
incarceration (Hare, 2004). Education is “a process of empower-
ment” (Mohan, 2003, p. 70). For this reason, social work gradu-
ates must be empowered to bring about social change that will 
protect the human rights of vulnerable populations. 
 Access to basic and specialized education represents an of-
ten overlooked aspect of social justice. In response to this need, 
distance/online learning has emerged to provide greater op-
portunities for social inclusion and empowerment by provid-
ing access to education for individuals who otherwise would 
have little or no access, including disabled individuals, moth-
ers of young children, full-time employees who must support 
their families, or other non-traditional students living in rural 
or urban areas. Social work education could use distance/online 
learning to prepare students for intercultural practice and the 
realities of diverse contexts around the globe (Barner & Okech, 
2013; Mocanu et al., 2012). 
Implications of Globalization for Social Work Practice
 Nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) represent key 
agents for social change and social development at the global 
level (Kamler, 2011). They provide humanitarian assistance to 
people in need, such as relief to people affected by natural and 
man-made disasters. They also assist with the mitigation and 
reconstruction process. Although the opportunities seem to ex-
ist, research shows that international NGOs and other interna-
tional development agencies rarely hire qualified social workers 
for social work related jobs (Caragata & Sanchez, 2002). As a 
result of not using professionally-trained social workers, many 
international NGOs “deservedly” acquire a bad reputation in 
spite of their good intentions (Drucker, 2003). Drucker saw this 
phenomenon as a failure of the social work profession to influ-
ence practice at global levels through direct practice in interna-
tional NGOs and other international agencies (Drucker, 2003).
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Implication of Globalization for Social Work Education
 The underlying causes of poverty, human rights violations 
and many other social issues are overlapping and interrelat-
ed, regardless of a country’s geographical location or econom-
ic situation. Knowledge of these overarching similarities and 
dynamics will, without a doubt, help social workers respond 
more effectively to these problems in their own practice con-
texts. Gaining this awareness must begin in the classroom and 
continue through lifelong learning and continuing education 
(Riebschleger & Agbényiga, 2012). 
 Although the Council of Social Work Education does not 
mandate the introduction of global content in social work curric-
ula, its Educational Policy and Accreditation Standards (EPAS) 
recommend that curricula should be “guided … by a global per-
spective” (CSWE, 2015, p. 5). Furthermore, EPAS states that the 
purpose of social work is to enhance “the quality of life for all 
persons, locally and globally” (CSWE, 2015, p. 5).  Finally, the ra-
cial, ethnic and gender diversity of the student body of schools 
of social work should serve as additional motivation to include 
relevant global content in their curricula. 
Incorporating Global Content
into Social Work Curricula
 The growing interdependence of modern societies and the ef-
fect of this on social work practice and education should motivate 
students and faculty members to seek a greater understanding of 
economic, political, social, legal, ethical and environmental fac-
tors contributing to global or international social problems. Stu-
dents must learn in the classroom to address social issues in their 
global context, how to develop relationships with other countries 
to implement social work solutions for global issues, and how to 
compare social problems and responses among industrialized 
and developing countries (Gatenio Gabel & Healy, 2012). The pre-
viously described competencies are needed to produce effective 
social work practitioners who can intervene and advocate across 
national and international systems.   
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 Healy (1986, 1995) has proposed five approaches that could 
be used in order to include global content in social work 
curricula: (1) inclusion of specific courses on global social work; 
(2) infusion of global content into select existing courses; (3) in-
ternationalization, or a comprehensive infusion of global topics 
across the curriculum; (4) a concentrated program of special-
ized courses; and (5) individual study, which can be considered 
specialization at the individual level. The effectiveness of these 
approaches has not been researched extensively. There is some 
evidence suggesting that these approaches may effectively help 
address the need for social work practitioners educated from 
a global perspective to address domestic issues resulting from 
globalization.  Other scholars suggest that international field 
placements for students, and teaching abroad experiences for 
professors, could also help raise the awareness of global issues 
and better prepare students and academics to keep pace with 
the demands of the new century. 
 Opportunities for adding global content to the curriculum 
exist even when some social work programs believe that add-
ing such content may overburden the program’s curriculum, 
or that there are no resources available for students to study 
abroad. In these cases, programs have the option of infusing 
global content into existing core courses as suggested by Healy 
(1986, 1995). Meyer (2007) shared research findings related to 
infusing global content into a macro practice course. Findings 
revealed that exposure to global content increased students’ 
level of understanding of the global dimensions of social prob-
lems. Study findings suggest that social work educators can use 
diverse approaches to address issues such as growing global in-
terdependence and its influence on local practice. Other courses 
that could benefit from global content infusion are human be-
havior in the social environment, social policy, administration 
and planning, social welfare, ethics and diversity, research, and 
practice courses (Riebschleger & Agbényiga, 2012). 
Barriers to Incorporating of Global
Content into the Social Work Curriculum
 Zolfaghari, Sabran and Zolfaghari (2009) identified two types 
of barriers: institutional and individual. At the institutional level, 
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challenges include competing interests that may derail resources 
from such endeavors, lack of financial resources to design, create, 
or overhaul curricula, and lack of qualified personnel to assist 
with course development and technologies that allow for global 
educational exchange. From an individual perspective, faculty 
members may lack competence, expertise, or interest in global 
applications of social work practice, they may fear branching out 
into an unfamiliar area of study, or they may face academic over-
loads and no incentives for developing or including global con-
tent in their courses. There are also environmental factors affect-
ing efforts to internationalize the curriculum. These include the 
employers’ demand for specialized skills and competencies, and 
professional and regional accreditation requirements that may 
leave little room for additional curricular content (Edwards, 2011; 
Meyer, 2007; Zolfaghari et al., 2009).      
 These barriers could be overcome by raising the deans’ and/
or program directors’ awareness to the importance of introduc-
ing global content into the social work curriculum. Working 
with the deans and directors has strategic value, given that they 
are well positioned to implement policy changes within their 
programs. Social work programs can also provide seminars and 
extracurricular events to help faculty, current students, alumni, 
and the community at large to become familiar with some glob-
al issues that may have global impact. 
Conclusion
 Global economic, technological and political interdepen-
dence helps us understand how natural and manmade disasters 
and related events may impact local communities. It also high-
lights the need for social work programs to include cross-cul-
tural and global content in their curricula, given that social 
work practitioners in the United States must also work with 
foreign-born individuals. The need for a global perspective has 
existed for decades.  We propose that  social work organizations 
should rely on such a global perspective to engage in effective 
local social work practice. Unfortunately, social work programs 
have been slow to incorporate or infuse needed global content 
in their curricula. 
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 Efforts to globalize social work curricula may be greatly 
facilitated by the unprecedented level of access to computer-
ized instructional technology and distance/online education 
opportunities. This significantly increases the potential for 
international students to participate in the United States’ edu-
cational system. We recognize however, that students must be 
able to apply internationally acquired education to their respec-
tive local contexts in order for it to be relevant. 
 Poverty, human rights violations, and related problems are 
not only the responsibility of national legislative bodies. The 
global community must share responsibility for addressing 
these problems, given that they impact individuals and com-
munities across the globe. In the United States, our profession 
should step outside of its comfort zone and the parameters 
imposed by the clinical paradigm. Social work programs are 
encouraged to add a global perspective and a rights-based ap-
proach to their curricula in order to provide students with the 
knowledge and skills needed to effectively respond to social 
problems (Offenheiser & Holcombe, 2003).   
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This article analyses the experiences of the association movement in 
Latin America that brings together individuals and families with rare 
(RD) or low prevalence diseases (LPD). It also looks at their needs from 
global health, social, research and education perspectives. The nature 
of social work assessments and interventions in rare diseases helps us 
better	understand	the	needs	of	people	with	RDs	or	LPDs	and	facilitates	
the creation of associations. Social work aims at consolidating the 
social fabric that will lead to the recognition of RDs as a health and 
social priority at an international level.
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Experiences of the Low Prevalence Diseases
Association Movement in Latin America
 The concept and the definition of ‘rare diseases’ are fun-
damentally based on criteria of prevalence and severity. Rare 
diseases are those in which there is danger of death or chronic 
disability, and low incidence (less than 5 cases per 10,000 peo-
ple in Europe), according to the European Commission (Comis-
ión Europea, 1999) and Posada, Martin-Arribas, Ramirez, Vil-
laverde, and Abaitua (2008). We can find other names, such as 
low frequency disease, minor incidence disease, invisible dis-
ease, forgotten disease, orphan disease, uncommon disease, or 
catastrophic disease. In Latin America, the most frequent name 
is low prevalence disease. The patients and the associations that 
support them emphasize the importance of realizing that rare 
diseases can affect anyone at any stage of life. As the president 
of the Association of Relatives and those affected by Lipodys-
trophies (AELIP), says, “It’s not strange to suffer from a rare dis-
ease. The disease is rare, not the people who suffer them” (Pérez 
de Tudela, 2013). From the medical perspective, rare diseases 
are characterized by a large number and wide diversity of dis-
orders and symptoms that vary not only from one disease to an-
other, but also within the same pathology. The same conditions 
can have different clinical manifestations on different persons. 
Many disorders have a remarkable number of subtypes. It is 
estimated that there are more than 7,000 rare diseases affecting 
the patients’ physical, mental and sensory capabilities.
 The rare diseases (RD) association movement has gained 
considerable strength and recognition in public forums in many 
countries (Carrión, Echandi, Banon, & Pastor, 2015). RDs are not 
circumscribed to races or countries; they can appear at any stage 
of life and anywhere in the world. It is estimated that 42 million 
people are affected by RDs in Latin America (ALIBER, 2016). 
The Latin American Alliance of Rare Diseases (ALIBER) is a 
nonprofit coalition that brings together several organizations of 
families and patients of Rare Diseases (RD) or Low Prevalence 
Diseases (LPD) that exist in Latin America.
 In 2013, the Year of Rare Diseases in Spain, the Association 
for Rare Diseases D’Genes and the Spanish Federation of Rare 
Diseases (FEDER) created ALIBER, with the aims of sharing 
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knowledge and best practices, and improving the situation of 
people and families living with a rare disease in Latin America. 
D´Genes began this initiative after many requests for informa-
tion from Latin American countries, which made evident the 
need for it. The Information and Orientation Service (SIO) of 
FEDER also received an increased number of requests for in-
formation and other assistance from Latin American countries 
(Arcos, Solves, & Rius, 2016). Since 2002 the SIO responded to 
3564 queries, as detailed in figure 1.
Figure 1. Distribution of queries on RD from Latin America received 
by SIO-FEDER since 2012. 
Country         No. of visits
Argentina   961
Mexico    571
Colombia   465
Peru    326
Chile    323
Venezuela   196
Ecuador   104
Uruguay    90
Cuba     86
Brazil     66
Guatemala    64
Bolivia     45
Portugal    45
Costa Rica    37
Panama    32
El Salvador    31
Spain     29
Honduras    23
Paraguay    23
Nicaragua    21
Dominican Republic   19
Andorra     7
TOTAL                 3564
Source: SIO FEDER (http://www.enfermedades-raras.org/)
172 Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare
 It became clear that there was an urgent need to establish 
a joint collaboration among Spanish-speaking countries to re-
spond to this demand. The 2012 agreement among the FEDER 
foundation, the Colombian Federation of rare diseases (FECO-
ER), and the Spanish Foundation of Help for Guatemala provid-
ed a strong precedent. This agreement marked the beginning of 
this international collaboration. During 2012 and 2013, FEDER 
worked with Latin America to contact other organizations of 
patients interested in participating in the project. The end of 
2012 witnessed the agreement among the Portuguese Feder-
ation of Rare Diseases (FEDRA), the Mexican organization of 
Rare Diseases (OMER), and the Colombian Foundation CRONI-
CARE (Carrión et al., 2015, p. 116).
 Since then, D´Genes, together with Mrs. Elizabeth Zabalza, 
Director of the Spanish Foundation for Help to Guatemala; Mr. 
Javier Guerra, Delegate of Mundo Marfan Latino; and Mrs. 
Claudia Delgado, Delegate of FEDER, planned the first Latin 
American meeting of rare diseases, which was held in October 
2013 in Totana, Murcia, Spain. At this event, the Latin Amer-
ican Alliance of Rare Diseases (ALIBER) was created and its 
first Board of Directors was elected. Its mission included the 
creation of a network of organizations for patients with rare dis-
eases prevalent in Latin America, the coordination of actions to 
strengthen the alliance, creating public awareness of RDs, and 
representing RD patients in local, regional, national and inter-
national agencies. This created a forum of permanent collabo-
ration for sharing knowledge, experiences, and best practices in 
the areas of health, education, and work (ALIBER, 2016). 
 As for its vision, ALIBER seeks to be a coalition that brings 
together and empowers the different associations of RD patients 
in Latin America that defend the rights of the patients and their 
families. It disseminates information about legal rights and in-
equalities affecting people with rare diseases in different parts 
of the world. Towards this end, ALIBER works with other agen-
cies and governments to improve the rights and the quality of 
life for those families. For the first time, in 2014, the International 
Day of Rare Diseases was held, and a Decalogue for the defense 
of the rights of people with rare diseases in Latin America was 
created. The Second Latin American Congress on Rare Diseases 
was held in Lisbon, Portugal, in 2014; the Third Latin American 
Congress on Rare Diseases was held in Guadalajara, Mexico, 
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in July 2015; and the Fourth Latin American Congress on Rare 
Diseases was held in Montevideo, Uruguay in September 2016 
(ALIBER, 2016). 
 It is worth noting that the first congress established the guide-
lines for the subsequent ones (Bañón & Fornieles, 2013). The First 
Latin American Congress on Rare Diseases was held on October 
14-18, 2013, in Totana, Murcia, Spain. It was organized by D’Genes 
and the Spanish Federation of Rare Diseases and convened pro-
fessionals as well as delegates from associations. Participating 
entities included the Colombian Federation of Rare Diseases 
(FECOER), the Argentinian Federation of Diseases of Low Prev-
alence (FADEPOF), the All Together Rare Diseases Association 
Uruguay (ATUERU), the Mundo Marfan Latino, CRONICARE 
Foundation of Colombia, the Ecuadorian Foundation of Patients 
with Lysosomal Storage (FEPEL-DASHA), the Mexican Fed-
eration of Rare Diseases (FEMEXER), the Argentinian Support 
Group for Patients with Rare Diseases (GADAPER), the Mexican 
Association of Patients with Lysosomal Storage (ACOPEL), the 
Mexican Organization of Rare Diseases (OMER), the Paolist As-
sociation of Mucopolysaccharidosis and Rare Diseases (AMPS e 
Rarissimas) of Brazil, the Federation of Rare Diseases of Portugal 
(FEDRA), the Orientation and Information Service of Guatema-
la, and the Augusto Turenne Foundation of Uruguay. As can be 
seen, this international congress brought together a wide range 
of organizations. 
 Without a doubt, the development of an international move-
ment is crucial to promoting solid and enduring improvements 
in diagnosis, treatment, and equitable access to social and psy-
chological educational resources. For this reason, the common 
goal is to make this network as wide as possible. The first con-
gress linked the above-mentioned agencies with EURORDIS, 
the European rare diseases organization. We must ensure, how-
ever, that the conclusions and agreements reached during these 
congresses lead to significant action. One of the most important 
outcomes of these congresses has been the buy-in of all mem-
bers of ALIBER and the election of a Board of Directors. Most 
significantly, the congress generated a climate of cooperation 
that will permeate all future work. It is vital to develop joint 
projects between Spain and Latin America, and to dissemi-
nate positive work models and best practices to other countries 
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(ALIBER, 2016). For this reason, it is also important to share 
information about negative experiences and failed initiatives. 
 ALIBER is currently composed of 26 organizations that rep-
resent 497 associations in 14 countries. Spain is the country with 
the highest number of associations (Spanish Federation of Rare 
Diseases, FEDER: 320 associations), followed by Argentina (Ar-
gentinian Federation of Diseases of Low Prevalence, FADEPOF: 
62), Mexico (Mexican Organization of Rare Diseases, OMER: 
19), Uruguay (All Together Rare Diseases Uruguay, ATUERU: 
17), and Portugal (Federation of Rare Diseases of Portugal, FE-
DRA: 16) (ALIBER, 2016).
 The work of ALIBER in partnership with nonprofit organi-
zations of Latin America has increased public awareness of rare 
diseases and has turned them into more of a political, health and 
social priority by the national health systems of ALIBER-member 
countries (ALIBER, 2016). Victims of rare diseases and their rel-
atives are protagonists in the consolidation of this international 
movement. This movement and related associations have come 
to answer their questions and respond to their needs.
Features and Purpose of Organizations
Related to Rare Diseases
 The following are some of the features that characterize the 
organizations within the rare diseases association movement in 
Latin America: (a) they were founded by patients or their rel-
atives; (b) they have arisen from the need to create a meeting 
point and common work arena; (c) they enable patients to con-
tact each other and meet specialists in their particular health 
area; (d) they offer patients access to treatments and informa-
tion about their pathology and rights; and (e) they aim to influ-
ence public policies and generate changes in the public health 
systems that may improve the quality of life for affected people.
 Patient organizations play a key role in the new biopsycho-
social model of health. These patient organizations are being 
recognized for their knowledge of patients’ needs, their ability 
to collaborate, and their experience in putting RDs on the agen-
da of every country’s health systems (Borrell-Carrió, Suchman, 
& Epstein, 2004). The primary purpose of RD organizations is 
to collaborate with health professionals in the care of patients.
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 The strategic objectives of ALIBER are: to increase public 
awareness of rare diseases as social, educational, work and 
health priorities; to represent people with rare diseases in Latin 
America; and to empower its member agencies. 
 In view of the above objectives and in response to its orga-
nizational mission and vision, ALIBER seeks to:
• Increase social visibility through:
 —Strengthening its strategic communication
     through its web page and other social media
 —Sensitizing key players in RD such as professionals,
     students, patients and governments
 —Bringing together key players in this movement
     through international congresses on Rare Diseases.
• Defend Human Rights through:
 —Establishing working relations and negotiations
     with the pharmaceutical industry for access to
     orphan drugs
 —Promoting the creation of alliances with
     organizations related to health and disability in
     Latin America
 —Increasing political influence and social
     mobilization in an effort to incorporate RD
     in health plans in Latin America
 —Promoting international cooperation
 —Creating a document identifying each country’s
     policy in terms of RD health, education, work
     and research
• Provide Training and Disseminate Knowledge through:
 —Training a critical mass of professionals, doctors
     and researchers through the Latin American
     RD School
 —Promoting a model of care in RDs in each
     country through consensus
 —Establishing Alliances and Solidarity Networks
     to stimulate the multilateral cooperation of all
     sectors and actors related to RD in Latin America
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• Effectively Manage Associations through:
 —Knowing and managing the challenges of the
     associations’ movement in every country.
     This includes identifying the needs and problems
     related to RDs and their demands in terms of
     social participation
 —Promoting the creation of RD organizations and
     associations in Latin America
 —Promoting the participation of associations in
     international RD congresses.
• Engage in Social Action through:
 —The empowerment of associations and the
     development of RD Information and Orientation
     Services (SIO). SIO identifies the needs of affected
     people and thus develops a social action through
     improvement proposals based on knowledge
     of RD reality (ALIBER, 2016). 
Challenges to Safeguarding
Equality of Health Rights
 According to Palau (2010), and Saltonstall and Scott (2013), 
the main health problems of people suffering from RDs include 
misdiagnosis, lack of information, lack of scientific knowledge, 
lack of the appropriate quality care, high cost of the few existing 
drugs and treatment, and inequality of access to treatment and 
care, all of which will be explored below.
Misdiagnosis
 Delays between the onset of the first symptoms and proper 
diagnosis involve high risks to patients’ health. Misdiagnoses 
often lead to inadequate treatment in what could be described 
as the pre-diagnostic labyrinth. The average time between the 
onset of the first symptoms and diagnosis is 5 years, and for 
20% of the sufferers, it can be 10 years or more (FEDER, 2009, 
pp. 43-44). Many more patients are still waiting for a diagno-
sis. FEDER (2009) received more than 3,160 queries from peo-
ple without diagnosis seeking help. According to the ENSERIO 
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study (Study of Health and Social needs of people with a RD 
and their families), more than 40% of people with a diagnostic 
delay receive inadequate treatment or no support whatsoever 
(FEDER, 2009, p. 47). 
 Consequences of the delay can be detrimental to patients 
and their families. This delay deprives patients of the needed 
therapeutic intervention and often results in physical, intellec-
tual and psychological deterioration. All of these could have 
been avoided with a more rapid diagnosis. Moreover, a late di-
agnosis leads to greater difficulty in accessing social help (Avel-
laneda et al., 2007).
Lack	of	information,	scientific
knowledge, and appropriate quality care
 Useful and timely information is needed about the diseases 
and about places where proper help can be obtained. It is im-
portant to highlight that the lack of qualified professionals in 
the RD area represents a serious problem (Esteban, Ruano, 
Guerra, & Motero, 2015). Lack of scientific knowledge makes 
it difficult to develop therapeutic tools, defining intervention 
strategies and identifying appropriate medicines and medical 
approaches. Without combining the different knowledge fields 
associated to RDs, such as physiotherapy, nutrition, psychology, 
social work, etc., people affected can live for years in unstable 
conditions, without competent medical attention or rehabilita-
tion. They often remain excluded from the health care system, 
even after diagnosis. 
High cost of the few existing drugs and treatment
and inequality of access to treatment and care 
 The high cost of health care and drugs, combined with the 
lack of social benefits, causes an impoverishment of the family 
and drastically increases inequality of access to care for RD pa-
tients (Graf & Frank, 2015). There is unequal access to innovative 
treatments due to delays in price setting and refund decisions. 
Additionally, doctors lack experience, and few are involved in 
RD clinical trials. There is also lack of consensus about best 
treatments. 
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Human Rights Related to Education
and Communication: Problems
Integrating School, Work and Society
 Rare or low prevalence diseases have significant adverse im-
pacts on the physical health of the sufferers to the point of endan-
gering their lives. This danger in combination with social and 
relevant psychological processes negatively impacts the well-be-
ing of the patients. RDs may lead to stigmatization, exclusion, 
low self-esteem, loneliness, and discrimination in affective rela-
tions, employment, finances, and/or the way they are represented 
in the media. In fact, when asked, patients often make reference 
to their social, educational and communication needs (FEDER, 
2009; Jaeger, Rojvik, & Berglund, 2015; Pavol, 2015).
 RDs have implications for all areas of life including educa-
tion, job choice, leisure activities, and relationships with friends 
or one’s partner. They can lead to stigmatization, isolation, ex-
clusion from the community, difficulty in obtaining insurance 
(travel, life, mortgage, etc.), and reduction of job opportunities. 
 RDs affect education in particular. Fornieles et al. (2014), 
comment on the following 14 major topics that are relevant to 
RDs in Latin America:
•   It is necessary to create interdisciplinary groups
 that consider rare diseases, gather experiences and
 offer solutions. All key players must be present
 in the group [pupils, teachers (also with rare
 diseases), parents (also with rare diseases), etc.].
•   The lack of understanding of low prevalence diseases
 is common in schools. This ignorance spawns
 prejudices related to what students with these
 conditions can or cannot achieve.
•   It is necessary to identify educational models that
 will effectively mainstream children with RDs.
 These models should lead to innovative projects
 and curricular adaptations.
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•   RDs must become part of primary and secondary
 education curricula. Because of their interdisciplinary  
 nature, they can be incorporated into subjects as
 diverse as science, art, humanities, or new technologies.
•   We must continue the efforts to share information
 and increase sensitization regarding RDs. This
 sensitization should focus on the search for equality
 and social justice in education, health and employment.
•   Students with RDs represent a special challenge to
 their families. Educational institutions should make
 every effort to support families, and particularly
 siblings attending the same school. Families must
 be encouraged not to avoid the problem and not to
 overprotect these children.
•   Students with RDs may become our future doctors,  
 teachers, journalists or managers. Their education
 is important for our society in general, even though
 it represents a challenge. Challenges help people grow.
•   We must pay special attention to the transitions
 between the different stages of education. Ignorance
 of RDs may result in the need to repeat educational
 content at the beginning of every semester or
 academic year, and may lead to the loss of
 educational support. It is particularly necessary
 to support students with RDs as they transition
 from secondary education to college and from
 college to higher university degree programs.
•   Research on education and RDs must increase. It is
 important for researchers to contact persons with
 RDs who have been university students in order to
 identify the hurdles they encountered. Researchers
 are encouraged to visit educational institutions to
 interview students and teachers.
•   Self-image during childhood and adolescence has
 not been taken sufficiently into account. This is
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 significant, given that victims of physically visible
 and invisible RDs may experience discrimination
 and bullying that may damage their self-image.
•   On occasion, students with RDs are excluded from
 extracurricular activities, assuming that they cannot
 or do not want to participate. This may be due to
 teachers’ reluctance. We should examine whether
 this problem can be solved with professional help
 or with the use of a mediator.
•   There is a need to improve the collaboration
 between schools and hospitals, given that some
 pathologies require frequent hospitalizations for
 treatment or due to complications.
•   RDs have become a new field in biomedical
 research. The same level of interest is necessary
 as we look at education. There is a need for original
 alternatives that may facilitate on-campus and
 off-campus education.
•   Experts in teaching and pedagogy must collaborate
 with the Institutes of Education Sciences and
 Teachers Centers to generate proposals for new
 methodologies.
Problems in communication
 During the last 3 years, the FEDER agency has conducted 
an exhaustive analysis of RDs in Spain (Solves, Bañón, & Rius, 
2015). Without a doubt, the same should be done in Latin Amer-
ica, as it would help to gain a better understanding of what citi-
zens know about RDs, as well as assess the level of exposure of 
RDs through the media in each country.
 The role of communication media in the process of inclusion 
or stigmatization is obvious. We know from various studies on 
gender, race and disabilities that the media is capable of facilitat-
ing these processes. An analysis of the media suggests that de-
spite the availability of online information on RDs, they remain 
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vastly unknown to the public at large. In a similar manner, de-
spite progress in recent years, RDs remain an unfamiliar topic for 
journalists and society as a whole (Bañón & Requena, 2014).
 As a result, information professionals face multiple barri-
ers, such as ignorance, unknown terminology, technological 
difficulties, and health and social complexities (Vicente, 2011, p. 
395). These barriers could lead to information errors or avoid-
ance, given that these themes may be considered too complex 
for their audiences. On the other hand, the perception of RD 
patient associations and patient families is that not enough 
progress has been made related to media visibility. Although 
media exposure has increased, it seems to be mostly limited to 
the International Day of RD. As Bañón and Fornieles say, “As 
these actions only take place at a particular moment, they only 
leave a temporary footprint that fails to give a clear picture of 
the existence and nature of those diseases amongst the public” 
(2011, p. 12). 
 From this, it becomes clear that we must carefully examine 
the accuracy, ethics and adequacy of the RD content dissemi-
nated by media such as newspapers, radio, TV and Internet. At 
the same time, it is necessary to influence the priorities of jour-
nalists to make sure RDs receive the coverage they deserve. It 
is also important to generate guidelines to help us interact with 
the media. Bañón and Fornieles (2011, pp. 203-206) propose that:
• The growing interest in RDs shown by the Spanish
 media must be consolidated.
• We must enter a new phase of communication
 about RDs in that the quality of information
 must improve.
• Authoritative sources, including researchers and
 RD patient associations, must be properly used.
• There is a need to better integrate RDs into the
 affairs of communication media.
• Communication professionals need additional
 training in the area of RDs.
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• We should not use sensationalism to portray
 patients with RDs nor describe them as people
 in need of compassion. They should not be
 perceived as strange people.
• The media should investigate what health
 authorities say and what they actually do in
 relation to RDs.
• The attention given to leaders that support RDs
 should not overshadow the defense of the rights
 of patients and their families, and working towards
 better diagnosis, medical research or therapies.
• Media professionals must remember that they are
 also agents for reporting incorrect actions in health,
 social or educational fields.
• Media representation of conflicts or collaboration
 between professionals or public administration
 and patients should be used to reflect upon
 good and bad practice.
Recommendations for
Improving Patient Wellbeing
 The following priorities have been adopted by ALIBER in 
Latin America
• Promote the inclusion of RDs in public health plans
• Promote RD research
• Disseminate RD-related information to patients,
 health workers and the general public
• Train health and social workers in RDs
• Recognize the unique social and health rights of
 RD patients
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• Promote the creation of referral centers to improve
 access to and quality of care for RD patients
• Facilitate access to needed resources for a rapid
 diagnosis
• Encourage the development of and access to drugs
 and therapies for RDs
• Support the RD association movement
• Establish national and international collaborations
 related to RDs (ALIBER, 2016)
 Consistent with the recommendations of Fernández, Loza-
no, and Riano (2015), we propose considering four proposals in 
the political arena:
• Survey Spanish public opinion on a regular basis and
 assess the needs of people with RDs in order to
 formulate social policies that respond to those needs.
• Secure the support of national, regional and local
 governments in the development of comprehensive
 plans related to their areas of competence.
• Provide training, increase sensitization, and
 coordinate specialized health and social services
 that respond to the diverse needs of people with RDs.
• Work towards the necessary coordination and
 reciprocal support that should exist between the
 different government agencies and representatives
 of civil society.
Conclusion
 It is clear that without scientific research, there is no fu-
ture or hope for the over 7,000 rare diseases currently known. 
The real challenge for research in rare diseases is to advance 
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the discovery of treatments and detection of new diseases. It 
is true that progress has been made (Ministerio de Sanidad y 
Consumo, 2003, 2006; Ministerio de Sanidad y de Política Social, 
2009). However, it is also necessary to make progress in com-
munication and in social and educational issues. It is estimated 
that between 6 and 8% of the world population may be affected 
by one of these diseases; that is more than 42 million people 
in Latin America and more than 350 million people worldwide 
(ALIBER, 2016).
 To approach these problems, we need global exposure and 
coordinated efforts and resources at the local, regional and na-
tional levels. These efforts must involve government authori-
ties, professionals, the pharmaceutical industry, the mass me-
dia, patient organizations and society in general (Organización 
Mundial de la Salud [World Health Organization], 2012).  Like-
wise, a multi-faceted strategy is required to respond to the most 
urgent health problems through prevention, planning, and pri-
mary care (Garcia-Ribes, 2006). Social workers are key players 
in the association movement in Latin America. The increase in 
the number of associations and foundations in Latin America 
in recent years has resulted in the need to meet and share ex-
periences, consolidating the Latin American Alliance of Rare 
Diseases (ALIBER) as a worldwide model. 
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This article examines the evolution of social assistance provided to the 
most disadvantaged populations in La Rioja, Spain and the Maghreb, 
going from charity to the human rights-based approach (HRBA). A 
case-analysis methodology was applied to two social interventions:  the 
ABDEM project, which is part of the EU Tempus program, and the 
UNICEF program to combat poverty in the Spanish region of La Rioja. 
In these two cases, the HRBA represents a conceptual leap in the promo-
tion	of	people’s	autonomy	and	an	effective	means	for	sustainable	progress	
in response to the inequality, discrimination and unjust power relations 
negatively	affecting	the	most	vulnerable	members	of	society.
Keywords: Vulnerability, exclusion, HRBA, social work, social intervention
Introduction
 Human rights are an underlying principle of profession-
al social work that may be viewed as a means and an end of 
social intervention with vulnerable individuals and groups. 
The human rights-based approach (HRBA) is a conceptual and 
methodological framework that goes beyond the ideological di-
mension of social policies and social work practice. The HRBA 
Assisting the Most Vulnerable
Populations in the Regions of La Rioja
and the Maghreb: The Human
Rights-Based Approach and Social Work
Neus Caparrós Civera
Domingo Carbonero Muñoz
Esther Raya Díez
University of La Rioja, Spain
188 Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare
redefines the relationship between service providers, recipients 
of social services, and all agents involved in the social interven-
tion processes. It calls for helping the most disadvantaged by 
acknowledging that they must not only be service recipients but 
also active participants in the policy-making process (Gómez, 
2011a, 2011b).
 The empowerment of citizens requires ensuring the re-
spect, protection and enforcement of their human rights. Gov-
ernments can accomplish this through legislation and the allo-
cation of the necessary funds to implement laws (UNDP, 2007). 
Together we must reduce the vulnerability of citizens who are 
rights-holders, and empower them in order to promote sustain-
able human and social development. Empowerment should not 
be understood as a static phenomenon but rather as a dynamic 
process in which the citizens are the main actors and change 
agents both individually and as groups (HEGOA, 2006; Titi & 
Singh, 1995) 
 Consistent with the prior statements, this article seeks to pro-
vide an overview of the HRBA and prior discussions related to 
it, formulate a working proposal based on the HRBA, and share 
experiences and provide practical examples of the HRBA. This 
article is divided into two sections. The first section describes the 
evolution and theoretical debate related to poverty and vulnera-
bility prior to the emergence of the human rights approach. Spe-
cial attention is given to the emergence of the welfare state and 
the appropriateness of viewing the response to human needs as 
a right. The second section of the article provides a justification 
for the HRBA within the context of social work and discusses the 
HRBA in relation to two cases of social intervention. 
The Evolution of Rights for Vulnerable People
 The current debate on poverty and human rights can be 
divided into three distinct stages: the classical stage presents 
approaches adapted to international contexts and needs-based 
theories. This first stage coincides with the period prior to the 
Human Rights Convention of 1948 and with the transition to in-
dustrial societies, referenced by functionalist, Marxist and cul-
tural perspectives. Durkheim’s (1982, 1995) functionalist theory 
introduces the concept of anomie, which describes the lack of 
integration of the labor market and morals. Parsons (1976) and 
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Merton (1964) built on Durkheim’s concept of lack of integration 
in studies of deviant behavior, intervening institutions and con-
trol mechanisms to deal with them.
 Marxist theories focus on the relation of the working class 
with the means of production and the production system. In-
come and sources of income depend on the various modes 
of production and the ownership of the means of production 
(Marx, 1959, pp. 812-818). Engels (1971) specifically linked in-
come to the living conditions of the industrial proletariat char-
acterized by high poverty rates, disease, illiteracy, alcoholism, 
and child exploitation. 
 The cultural perspective focuses on society’s marginalized 
or vulnerable groups, such as foreigners or social welfare users, 
and the effects of gross inequality on the individual and fam-
ily systems (Harrington, 1962; Lewis, 1970, 1975, 1986; Simmel, 
1977, 1998, 1999). The cultural perspective is concerned with 
deviant behaviors and the development of adaptive norms and 
behaviors. Simmel, for instance, views being a welfare recipient 
as an adaptive norm or behavior. 
 The second stage is associated with the model of citizenship 
proposed by Marshall (1950), and the political, economic and 
social rights brought by the emergence of the welfare state in 
Europe. The citizenship model prevailed in Europe for at least 
three decades and gave rise to various models of economic and 
social development. Based on the concepts of commodification 
and de-familiarization, Esping-Andersen (1993) examined so-
cial rights within three types of welfare state regimes: conserva-
tive, liberal and social democratic. Taylor-Gooby (2005) in turn, 
focused on rights at the onset of the welfare state and during 
the transition to post-industrial societies while differentiating 
between old and new social risks. Old social risks include un-
employment, lack of health care and retirement benefits, while 
new social risks include work-family imbalance, increasing job 
insecurity and high unemployment rates for young people. The 
inability to exercise rights has two foci. First is the concept of 
deprivation in Anglo-Saxon societies. This concept is concerned 
with consumption, accommodation, education, the job market, 
social relationships and participation (Atkinson, Cantillon, 
Marlier, & Nolan, 2002). Second is the concept of disaffiliation, 
which explains the breakdown of work and personal relation-
ships, and the lack of mechanisms for integration or inclusion 
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that in turn provide access to citizenship rights (Castel, 1997; 
Paugam, 1991, 1993, 2005). 
 The third stage spans the 1980’s and is associated with the 
development of the capability approach and human needs-based 
theories. This stage immediately preceded the rise of the HRBA. 
Sen’s (1985, 1992) and Doyal and Gought’s (1994) reviews of eco-
nomic approaches to poverty led to the proposal of a universal 
approach that provided a new classification of human needs with 
which to interpret the concept of human development. 
 The capability approach proposed by Sen (1992) is linked 
to the HRBA that will be discussed in the next section. This 
approach views poverty as a complex issue that must be ad-
dressed to ensure adequate human functioning in society. The 
approach also views freedom of expression, dignity, respect 
and participation in society as essential to well-being.
 The needs theory proposed by Doyal and Gought (1994) 
differentiates between basic and intermediate needs. Physical 
health represents a key basic need that is essential to human sur-
vival and the development of capabilities. The theory proposes 
that the satisfaction of intermediate needs facilitates meeting 
basic needs. Although the priority of intermediate needs varies 
from one society and social group to the next, such needs usu-
ally include protective housing, physical security, appropriate 
health care, adequate nutritional food and clean water, a secure 
childhood and economic security. 
The human rights-based approach (HRBA) and vulnerability
 The HRBA builds on welfare state theories and the human 
needs-based approach. It requires meeting a minimum of con-
ditions to facilitate the development of individual capabilities 
and satisfy needs. Furthermore, it represents a conceptual leap, 
given that it views rights as a necessary condition for human 
development; solidarity is not enough. Thus, the HRBA propos-
es that our response to social problems should be motivated by 
our acknowledgement of rights and corresponding obligations 
and not only by our desire to respond to needs or promote de-
velopment (Elena, 2011).
 In this regard, the Statement of Common Understanding on 
Human Rights-Based Approaches adopted by the United Na-
tions in 2003 highlighted the importance of applying HRBA to 
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programming processes in development cooperation. The aim 
was to provide a conceptual framework for human develop-
ment, as well as to “analyze inequalities which lie at the heart 
of development problems and redress discriminatory practic-
es and unjust distributions of power that impede development 
progress” (UN, 2006, p. 15). 
 The HRBA is grounded on the principles of entitlement, 
universality and program planning. It proposes that individu-
als are born with inalienable human rights simply because they 
are human beings. At the same time, because of the principles 
of universality and non-discrimination, it proposes that all in-
dividuals must have access to all the processes and benefits of 
public policies, regardless of their personal attributes (ethnici-
ty, place of residence, etc.). Planning and development by pub-
lic authorities, in turn, refer to the redistribution of goods and 
services. Such redistribution must benefit everyone. Vulnerable 
groups must be identified to ensure that they receive the same 
assistance as the rest of the population. To this end, we should 
acknowledge their needs and remove discriminatory barriers 
that prevent access to available social goods (UNDP, 2007, p. 11). 
 The HRBA identifies rights-holders and their entitlements 
and the corresponding duty-bearers and their obligations (UN, 
2006). To this end, the HRBA proposes a three stage analyti-
cal model. The first stage involves analyzing the causes of the 
identified problems. The second stage seeks to identify who is 
a right-holder and who is a duty-bearer, and identify vulnera-
ble groups and the roles of key players while making sure the 
rights of all groups are guaranteed consistent with local and 
international laws. The third stage aims to identify a plan of 
action in your respective location that empowers rights-holders 
and enables them to become the main change agents. 
 All actions associated with the HRBA are aimed at promot-
ing and protecting human rights and for this reason must be 
guided by the basic principles that define them. Table 1 shows 
the association between human rights and social work codes of 
ethics as set forth in the document titled Principles of Social Work 
Ethics adopted by the IFSW General Meeting of 1994. As shown 
below, HRBA and social work ethical principles overlap. We 
propose that these principles should guide our interventions.
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Table 1. Human rights principles and related
Principles of Social Work Ethics
Principle Description Ethics of Social Work Principles
Universality and All people everywhere in  2.2.1 Every human being has unique value,which
inalienability the world are entitled to which justifies moral consideration for that person.
 human rights. 
  
Indivisibility All rights have equal status 2.2.2 Each individual has the right to self-
 and cannot be ranked in a fulfillment to the extent that it does not encroach
 hierarchical order. upon the same right of others, and has an obliga- 
  tion to contribute to the well-being of society.
Inter-dependence  In certain circumstances, 2.2.3 Each society, regardless of its form, should  
and benefiting from a right  function to provide the maximum benefits for all
inter-relatedness may depend on benefitting of its members.
 from other rights.   
 
Equality and non- All individuals are equal 2.2.6 Social workers are expected to provide 
discrimination  and are entitled to their the best possible assistance to anybody seeking
 human rights without their help and advice, without unfair discrimina 
 discrimination. tion on the basis of gender, age, disability, color,  
  social class, race, religion, language, political  
  beliefs, or sexual orientation.
Participation All persons and peoples 2.2.10 Social workers generally expect clients to
and inclusion  are entitled to active, free take responsibility, in collaboration with them, for
 and meaningful participa- determining courses of action affecting their lives.
 tion and to contribute to Compulsion which might be necessary to solve
 and enjoy development. one party’s problems at the expense of the
  interests of others involved should only take place
  after careful explicit evaluation of the claims of the  
  conflicting parties. Social workers should mini- 
  mize the use of legal compulsion.
  2.2.11 Social work is inconsistent with direct or  
  indirect support of individuals, groups, political  
  forces or power-structures suppressing their  
  fellow human beings by employing terrorism,  
  torture or similar brutal means.
Accountability States and other duty- 2.2.12 Social workers make ethically justified
and rule of law  holders are accontable decisions, and stand by them, paying due regard  
 for the observance of to the IFSW International Declaration of Ethical
 human rights Principles, and to the International Ethical
                                                 Standards for Social Workers adopted by their  
                                                 national professional association.
Source: Caparrós & Raya (2016, pp. 306-307) and UNDP (2007, p. 15)
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Research methodology: case analysis 
 Case analysis represents a commonly used method in so-
cial science research due to its usefulness in generating practi-
cal knowledge. Several authors support the use of this method 
(Campbell, 1975; Chetty, 1996; Flyvbjerg, 2001, 2006; Martínez, 
2006; Perry, 1998; Yin, 1994) as it allows for the contextualization 
of knowledge related to social phenomena and the in-depth ex-
ploration of identified problems. In the pages that follow, we 
will analyze two cases: children in the La Rioja region of north-
ern Spain and the ABDEM Project in the Maghreb. These two 
regions have been the object of HRBA programs of study imple-
mented by European and African institutions of higher educa-
tion.
 Case study analyses are delimited by the environment in 
which research takes place to produce specific and practical 
knowledge (Cambpell & Stanley 1966; Ragin, 1992). The value 
of this method stems from the presentation of cases and their 
connection to elements of real life. Given their proximity to the 
context in which they operate, real details and problems can 
be detected and observed (Kish, 1987). The cases we have se-
lected make it possible for us to thoroughly study the practical 
application of HRBA in two areas of social work research. Our 
case analysis does not seek to generalize or compare findings, 
but rather to provide clear examples of the potential of applying 
HRBA in social work, both as a means and an end (Bourdieu, 
1977; Christensen, 1987; Cragg, 1940; Flyvbjerg, 2001).
 The chosen cases are appropriate for the goal of this article, 
which is to provide useful examples of the HRBA in social work 
as a strategy to empower subjects of interventions as opposed 
to providing them with charity or assistance. 
 The first case is the ABDEM project (French acronym for 
Introduction de l’approche basée sur les droits de l’homme dans l’ensei-
gnement supérieur au Magreb). This project, funded by the Life-
long Learning Program (LLP) program of the European Com-
mission’s IV TEMPUS, seeks to introduce the HRBA to higher 
education institutions in the Maghreb. 
 The Maghreb refers to the northern region of the African 
continent. It is a geopolitical term, referring to the region bor-
dered by the Mediterranean Sea to the north, the Atlantic Ocean 
194 Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare
to the West, and the Sahara Desert to the south. It includes the 
countries of Morocco, Tunisia, Algeria, Libya and Mauritania.
 The countries participating in the project experience very 
diverse and complex social and economic realities. Their econo-
mies are based on agriculture, industry, tourism and/or oil rev-
enues. At the same time, they share Islam as a common religion 
and Arabic as a common language. According to the Human 
Development Index (HDI), these countries experience medium 
to low levels of development. In 2015, Algeria ranked 83, Libya 
94, Morocco 126, Tunisia 96 and Mauritania 156 out of a total 
of 188 countries in terms of their level of development. Their 
reported expected years of schooling are 8.5 for Mauritania, 14.6 
for Tunisia, 11.6 for Morocco and 14 for Algeria and Libya. Be-
cause of this, these countries were considered good candidates 
for participating in a program that seeks to provide support and 
assistance, and promote cooperation and democratic reforms 
(UNDP, 2015).
 The second case revolves around a research study spon-
sored by the Spanish Committee of UNICEF to analyze chil-
dren’s rights in all regions of Spain. Such study seeks informa-
tion about the various types of rights we will discuss in the 
following section. We have focused on the region of La Rioja, 
Spain due to the features it shares with the rest of Spain and 
because of its location in one of Spain’s most developed eco-
nomic areas. Furthermore, La Rioja has one of the lowest rates 
of exclusion in the country according to the “At Risk of Poverty 
and/or Exclusion” (AROPE) classification (Instituto Nacional de 
Estadísticas, 2016).
 La Rioja is an autonomous community of Spain, one of the 
28 countries that make up the European Union. La Rioja is lo-
cated in the north of the Iberian Peninsula and comprising part 
of the Ebro Valley to the north and the Iberian mountain range 
to the south. This autonomous community comprises only one 
province, which is subdivided into three sub-regions: the Rioja 
Alta, the Rioja Media and the Rioja Baja. The region has a popu-
lation of 317,053 inhabitants. The population demographics are 
as follows: 15.8% are children under the age of 16, 64.7% of the 
population is aged 16 to 64 years old and 19.4% is over 65. La Ri-
oja has a moderate population density with 63 inhabitants per 
square kilometer. This makes it the 6th most dense autonomous 
195Chapter TitleT e Human Rights-Based Approach and Social Work 
region in Spain (Anuario Estadístico de la Comunidad Autóno-
ma de La Rioja, 2015). 
 It is important to highlight that the cases analyzed in this 
article are not intended to test hypotheses, given that ours is not 
a deductive research study with an experimental or quasi-ex-
perimental design. These are only intended to illustrate the fea-
sibility of applying the HBRA to different contexts. Both cases 
provide a detailed description of the most interesting aspects 
of both experiences (Flyvberg, 1998; Geertz, 1973; Kish, 1987; 
Ragin, 1992).
 The aim of the ABDEM project is to train future univer-
sity graduates to use HRBA in their professional practice. In 
this case, the vulnerable population comprises all individuals 
whose human rights are not sufficiently guaranteed. On the 
other hand, the study of children in La Rioja focuses on high 
risk or highly vulnerable minors. These include children living 
in poverty, children who come from broken homes, and those 
living in rural areas with little access to cultural and education-
al resources (see Table 6 in the Appendix for figures). Finally, 
both cases provide detailed information on aspects of interest 
with regard to the application of the HRBA, as described in the 
following section.
The HRBA as a means in higher education. The ABDEM Project
 The ABDEM Project aims to integrate the HRBA into higher 
education given the importance of strengthening and reinforc-
ing training in human rights in university settings. Education 
on human rights is viewed as a means for human, economic 
and social development. The World Program for Education on 
Human Rights, and specifically the Action Plan for the second 
stage (2010-2014) aimed at Higher Education serve as the con-
ceptual and methodological framework for this project 
 The project is divided into three stages:
• First stage—An analysis was performed on the status
 of human rights in the universities and countries
 participating in the project.
• Second stage—A training program was proposed
 for university professors from various disciplines
 (education, communication, law and social work).
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• Third stage—The creation of an inter-university
 and interdisciplinary master’s degree in human
 rights and public policy was proposed.
 Participating institutions of higher education in Europe in-
clude: the Spanish universities of La Rioja, Zaragoza, Extremad-
ura and La Coruña; Bergamo University in Italy, and the Uni-
versity of Westminster in the United Kingdom. Participating 
universities in the Maghreb include: the Mohamed V Souissi 
and Hassan II Mohammed universities in Morocco; the Uni-
versity of Setif and the Ecole Nationale Supérieure de Scienc-
es Politiques of Algeria; and the Institut National du Travail et 
des Etudes Sociales, the Institut de Presse et Sciences de l’in-
formation and the Université de la Manouba of Tunisia. Meet-
ings, seminars and courses were held throughout the project 
at the various participating universities, and information was 
exchanged through a custom-designed online platform.
Table 2. Indicators. Stage I ABDEM Project
Structure of the table of indicators for evaluating the HRBA in Higher Education
Dimensions/Scope    Core    Core   Core Core  Core
 Idea I Idea II Idea III Idea IV Idea V
         
 Connected  Teaching Research Learning Training and
 policies and learning  context professional
 application processes   development
 measures & instruments   of higher
     education
     teaching
     personnel
Dimension 1: How rights How rights How rights How rights How
Human Rights in  are observed are observed are observed are observed knowledge of
Higher Education in education in the in research in the human rights
 policies development activities learning is promoted
  of teaching  environment and teachers’
  activities   rights are
     observed
Dimension 2: How The Presence and How the How teachers
Human Rights  educatioin processes and scope of learning are taught to
through Higher policies instruments research on environment teach rights
Education promote for teaching human rights benefits the
 education on rights  understanding
 human rights   of rights
Source: The authors
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 During the first stage, analyzes were conducted about 
how each university addresses the issue of human rights. Cus-
tom-designed tools were developed taking into account two di-
mensions and five core ideas, as shown in Table 2.
 This initial analysis served as a draft for a subsequent SWOT 
analysis conducted in preparation for the implementation of the 
HRBA in higher education. The following are key findings of 
this analysis pertaining to participating European and North 
African universities:
• Scarce presence of HRBA in higher education programs.
• Need to integrate human rights with teaching
 approaches and the university’s mission in general.
• Need to include HRBA statements in external and
 internal university regulations.
• HRBA must be present not only in social science
 degree  programs, but in all university degree programs.
• The autonomy of each university should facilitate
 advances of the HRBA.
• In the case of Europe, the European Higher
 Education Area (EHEA) reform facilitates the
 revision of the HRBA.
• In the case of Africa, there is a need to create entities
 that will work to implement the HRBA.
 The second phase of the project focuses on training profes-
sors according to the United Nations World Program for Hu-
man Rights Education. Such program underlines the need to 
include training on human rights as part of the faculty hiring 
criteria. Unfortunately, this criterion is rarely taken into consid-
eration or valued by hiring universities.
 Human rights training is especially important in social work 
as a distinctive feature of professional intervention. For this rea-
son, future social workers should undergo solid training in hu-
man rights as a sign of commitment to their own discipline.
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 Lastly, in the third stage (currently underway) the content 
of the Master’s Degree in Human Rights is being designed. The 
main content areas are:  Section 1—Skills-based learning;  Section 
2—Human rights-based approach; Section 3—Service learning.
 Within the framework of higher education on human rights, 
both trainers and trainees must be able to:
• Know what human rights are and what those
 rights mean in their respective professional fields.
• Acquire and/or strengthen skills and competencies
 to effectively promote respect for and support of
 human rights in different settings and situations.
• Be aware of the importance of attitudes and
 behaviors aimed at promoting and protecting
 the human rights of the objects of their interventions. 
General and specific competencies for trainers:
• Teamwork: Be engaged and actively collaborate in
 the achievement of common goals with other people,
 areas and organizations.
• Work in international contexts: Utilize a psychosocial  
 perspective when dealing with critical situations
 and maintain a balanced physical and mental state
 that will enable them to continue working effectively.
• Interpersonal communication: Interact with other
 people in a positive way while engaging in
 empathetic listening, ensuring the clear and
 assertive expression of thoughts and/or feelings,
 and paying attention to verbal and non-verbal
 communication.
• Appreciate diversity and multiculturalism: Understand  
 and accept social and cultural diversity as a factor
 leading to personal and collective enrichment. Also
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 understand that life without discrimination on the   
 grounds of sex, age, religion, social condition, politics  
 and/or ethnicity will enhance people’s coexistence. 
• Critical reasoning: Evaluate the consistency of
 definitions, especially those assumed to be true by
 society and the immediate context of the person.
• Ethics and commitment: Move towards one’s own
 or someone else’s moral good (in other words, 
 owards everything that is or means a good, meaning- 
 ful life, personal fulfilment and sense of justice) and
 persevere in this moral good.
 The United Nations World Program for Human Rights Ed-
ucation anticipates that the approved participating teachers will 
recognize the educational potential of the previously described 
competencies.
 Given the goal of integrating human rights in teaching prac-
tices and planning processes, guidance is necessary to imple-
ment human rights in various contexts. These are part of the 
professional challenges and interests of participating teachers.
HRBA as an end while working with vulnerable populations. 
The UNICEF study
 Adopting a human rights-based approach in research tar-
geting vulnerable populations requires focusing on internation-
al laws and regulations given that these provide a framework 
for comparative analysis. The study conducted about children 
in La Rioja is based on this premise. Because of this, the Univer-
sity of La Rioja and UNICEF entered into a collaboration agree-
ment in 2015.
 The purpose of the project was to explore the situation of 
children rights and child welfare policies in La Rioja. The study 
relied on the foundation laid by the Convention on Children’s 
Rights (CRC); Observations of the Spanish Government Com-
mittee reviewing the CRC report of October 2010, and other re-
ports related to child welfare in Spain dating from 2010.
 These reports were compared to secondary sources of data 
such as statistics, activity reports, regulations, etc., published 
by other institutions and government agencies working with 
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children. Table 3 shows a summary of this project’s areas of 
study and the CRC report used as reference in this article. Tables 
4, 5, 6 and 7 summarize the stages and findings of this study.
Table 3. Areas of Study
Area   CRC                          Content Related to Rights
 Article
Right to Participation    12 Right to express their opinion and that this opinion  
  be taken into consideration in all matters affecting them
Right to Health    24 Right to enjoy the highest attainable standard of health and to
  facilities for the treatment of illness and rehabilitation of health.
  State Parties shall strive to ensure that no child is deprived of
  his or her right of access to such health care services.
Right to an Adequate    27 Right to enjoy a standard of living adequate for their develop-
ment,
Standard of Living  and it is the parent(s) primary responsibility to secure this
  development. It is the State’s obligation to take all appropriate
  measures to secure that this responsibility can be fulfilled and
  that it is assumed, if necessary, by payment of child support.
Right to Education    28 Right to education with a view to achieving this right
  progressively and on the basis of equal opportunity. 
Right to participate    31 Right to rest and leisure, to engage in play and to recreational
in cultural life  activities appropriate to their age and to participate freely
  in cultural life and the arts.     
  
Source: The authors based on CRC
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Table 4. Stages, Activities and Goals Pursued in the ABDEM Project
Stage
Working
seminar
Stage I
Working
seminar
Stage1
Stage II
Stage III
Activity
Exploratory
meeting
Meetings
Debate
sessions
Conference
—Discussion
Working
seminar
Discussion
Training Day
Training day
Training
the Trainers
Section 3:
Learning
Service
Preparatory
meeting
Discussion
Objective
Establish the
basis of the
project on the
HRBA in
higher
education
Define the tool
for evaluating
human rights in
higher
education
(indicators and
dimensions)
Present results
Stage I
beginning of 
Stage II
Design stage II,
goals, content,
methodology
and schedule
Presentation of
contents of the
training 
program
Training
the Trainers.
Section:
Training in
competences
Training
the Trainers.
Section:
Human Rights
in Higher
Education
Universities 
of Maghreb
Design of the
inter-university
master’s degree
Training
university
teaching staff
in human rights
Participants
U. La Rioja
U. Extremadura
U. A Coruña
U. Zaragoza
U. La Rioja
U. Extremadura
U. A Coruña
U. Zaragoza
U. Westminster
U. Bergamo
U. Mohamed V
Souissi,
U. Hassan II
Mohammed-
Casablanca Setif 2,
Ecole Nationale
Supérieure de
Sciences Politiques 
Institut National du 
Travail et des Etudes 
Sociales, Institut de 
presse et Sciences de 
l’information
Universite de la
Manouba
University of La
Rioja Universities
of the Maghreb
University of
La Rioja
Universities
of Maghreb
University of
La Rioja
Universities
of Maghreb
European
universities
Full Consortium
Main Center
Extremadura
University 
of Logrofio
Setif.
Algeria
Madrid
London
Rabat
Setif
Tunisia
Madrid
Tunisia
Date
September
2014
December 
2014
March
2015
May
2015
October
2015
January
2016
March
2016
October
2016
July
2016
October
2016
Source: The authors based on the project design
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Research Stage Methods Findings Data Sources
  First stage of  
  research: review
  of secondary
  data sources
 Review of 
 secondary
 data
 sources 
 related to
 the HRBA
The
context of 
La Rioja
321,173 inhabitants in the 
region.
44,404 people born
outside of Spain
accounting for 13.8% of
the population
56,056 people under 18
years old (17.5%) 
46,151 people under 18
years old, born in Spain 
(16.6%)
10,354 people under 18
years old, born in La
Rioja (23.4%)
24.4% of homes at risk of 
poverty, 31.8% of the
homes comprising two 
adults with children and 
26.7% of other homes with 
children
The Basque Country and
La Rioja region have made 
the fewest cutbacks in 
spending for children
Reduction in the rate of
maternity and paternity 
benefits (-9.97%), leave to 
take care of a family mem-
ber (-25.01%), caring for
own children (29.71%)
Budget cutbacks for 
child-related policies from 
€3,876,018 to €3,636,273 
between 2011 and 2014
Municipal Electorial
Register at 1st January 2013
Population Census 2011
Life Conditions Survey 2013
Data from the general
directorate of social
services of the Government 
of La Rioja, as of 2013
Information on benefits for 
leave to take care of a family 
member, child, maternity 
and paternity leave provided 
by the National Institute of 
Statistics
Annual regional budget
Review of regional regula-
tions on matters of children
Table 5. Stages of the research, techniques, and results achieved
during the research
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Research Stage Methods Findings Data Sources
Right to 
a proper 
standard
of living
Right to 
education
Right to 
health
Poverty rate:  20.1%
Childhood poverty rate: 
26.1%
Increase in job inactivity 
between 2009 and 2014
Increase in the number of 
students in general educa-
tion from 47.52 to 54.97
Lack of universal school
enrolment for children
under 3. Only 24.6% of
two-year-olds are in
school.
Rates above 90% in school 
enrolment of children be-
tween 3 and 17 years old
Results in math, science
and reading skills above
the Spanish average
Scarce care to children:
only one mental health
unit specializing in child-
ren for the entire region
Increase in psychiatric
disorders and their preva-
lence in children
Widespread consumption
of alcohol and tobacco,
with 91.9% consuming
both substances
Life Conditions Survey 2013 
and 2014
Survey on Active Population
I T. 2002-2014
Source: School Statistics of 
the Region of La Rioja. Gov-
ernment of La Rioja General 
Directorate for Education
Source: National Institute 
of Educational Evaluation. 
National System of Educa-
tion Indicators 2014 Ministry 
of Education, Culture and 
Sports, 2014
Ministry of Education,
Culture and Sports. PISA 
results (INCE, 2013)
La Rioja Health Services,
2008; Ministry of Health, 
Social Services and Equality, 
2012
First Mental Health Plan for 
La Rioja, 2010
Regional survey on drug use 
and habits
Source: Authors based on the project design
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Table 6. Methods, findings, recommendations and participants
associated with the second stage of research
Research Stage Methods Findings/Recommendations Participants
Second stage
of the research, 
qualitative
fieldwork
Preparatory 
work by re-
search team
First discus-
sion group: 
diagnosis
and illustra-
tion of cases 
with entities 
working
with
children
Second
discussion 
group with 
entities 
working with 
children: 
evaluation 
and inter-
vention 
proposals
1. Adapt the HRBA to childhood         
problems in La Rioja. 
2. Compilation of data and regula-
tions pertaining to children in
   La Rioja. 
3. Design research method
1. Identification of social cases re-
lated to forms of violence against 
children. Examples: Victims and/
or perpetrators of crimes in fam-
ily conflicts; Violence towards 
adults: child-parent violence.
2. Identification of social cases with  
schooling deficits. Need to ensure 
quality education through redis-
tribution of students in several 
schools; added protocols for ab-
senteeism, support materials and 
promote personal development.
3. Identification of cases where the 
economic crisis has affected child 
integration 
4. Identification of cases related 
to the management of cultural 
diversity and commonalities. 
5. Identification of cases of discrim-
ination or cultural/ethnic segre-
gation; integration problems for 
children with disabilities
1. Invest the necessary economic 
resources to ensure equal oppor-
tunities and non-discrimination 
of boys and girls, especially in 
the areas of education, health 
and social services, and protec-
tion of children.
2. Improve coordination between 
the agents involved in providing 
assistance to children and the 
generation of shared knowledge. 
3. Ensure equal opportunities to 
access the right to education, and 
adopt specific measures to pro-
mote academic success.
4. Promote and improve the re-
gional protection system for 
children, within the scope of 
youth justice, prevention, foster 
families, vulnerability and as-
sistance overcoming all types of 
violence
Researchers of UNESCO, 
Chair of Human Rights
and regional committee
on childhood
La Rioja Child Welfare 
Association (Asociación 
Pro Infancia Riojana); La 
Rioja Association against 
Drug Addiction (Aso-
ciación Riojana para la 
atención a personas con 
problemas de drogas); 
Pioneer Foundation Family 
Point of Encounter (Fun-
dación PIONEROS, Punto 
de Encuentro Familiar), Red 
Cross, Family
Assistance Service and
Minors Group of the
National Police (SAF; 
GRUME); and staff from
the Logroño Town Hall
and of the Regional
Government of La Rioja, 
General Directorates of
Social Services
Source: Authors based on the project design
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Table 7. Methods, findings, and participants associated with
the third stage of research
Research Stage Methods Findings Participants
Third stage: 
quantitative
field work on 
children’s right 
to participation
Exploratory 
survey using
a semi-
structured 
questionnaire
Lack of awareness of children’s 
rights in general and of the right
to participation in particular
Students (215) from various 
grades aged 10 to 16 years 
old
Source: Authors based on the project design
 UNICEF made recommendations to duty-bearers based on 
the principles set forth in the CRC and other applicable regula-
tions.  These are summarized below:
• Invest the necessary economic resources to guar-
  antee equal opportunities and non-discrimination
  of boys and girls, especially in education, health
  care and social services. Spending on children
  should be closer to the European average.
• Develop mechanisms to improve coordination
  between all government agencies responsible
  for children services in La Rioja region. Assistance
  to the most vulnerable children requires coordinated  
  collective action.
• Ensure equal educational opportunities and adopt
  specific measures to promote academic success.
• Improve the entire child protection system in the
  La Rioja autonomous community by increasing
  investment in human, economic and program 
  resources.
• Promote the right to participation and citizen em-
  powerment for boys and girls, through strategies
  that enable them to participate in all matters
  affecting them. 
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Conclusion
 Social intervention on behalf of the most vulnerable and 
disadvantaged has evolved throughout Spanish history. One 
of the most recent developments of this evolution has been the 
move towards a human rights approach that focuses on out-
comes and the strategies to achieve such outcomes. This devel-
opment took place in the 20th century.   
 This article presented two experiences in which the HRBA 
was applied in social work practice. The findings of the ABDEM 
project highlight the need to think of higher education as an im-
portant means for change available to the population, and not as 
a sacred depository of knowledge that is isolated from society. 
From a micro perspective, social work professors should take ad-
vantage of their academic freedom to promote engagement with 
the surrounding socio-political environment. From a macro per-
spective, we should identify the rights-holders and duty-bearers 
in situations of rights violations in order to propose pertinent in-
terventions, consistent with the human rights approach.
 The use of the HRBA in the UNICEF study of children in La 
Rioja permitted identifying problems and making recommen-
dations for duty-bearers about policies related to child welfare 
to guarantee equal opportunities and non-discrimination, the 
creation of service delivery systems, and uphold participation 
rights, among others.
 The HRBA views people as change agents who participate 
in their own development and not as simple passive welfare re-
cipients. For this reason, it is essential to inform, educate and 
empower them.  Their participation is key to the HRBA, not 
only to guarantee their rights, but also to maintain progress 
(UNDP, 2010, 2015).  For this reason, the implementation of so-
cial interventions based on the HRBA should consider the fol-
lowing considerations:
• Policies and programs should revolve around
  human rights.
• We should identify rights-holders and their entitle-
  ments as well as duty-bearers and their obligations.
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• We should empower rights-holders and hold duty-
  bearers accountable.
• The principles and rules related to international
  human rights treaties should guide the entire social
  intervention process.
 This perspective places citizens at the heart of interven-
tions, not only as recipients but as active agents for change and 
as key players who must make decisions, file claims, and de-
fend particular rights (Gomez, 2011). This way, the beneficia-
ries of public policies and programs cease to be mere service 
recipients and become actively involved in their personal and 
social development. The HRBA proposes that social workers 
should not simply focus on processing applications for benefits 
but also work towards the empowerment of vulnerable groups. 
The ABDEM project addressed this recommendation through 
the training of employers of future university graduates in the 
Maghreb to focus on various dimensions of the HRBA and its 
implications for working with vulnerable populations. The 
study of children in La Rioja, on the other hand, revealed the 
vulnerability of various children subgroups. Findings serve to 
inform medium-term policies related to autonomy, personal de-
velopment, and the social inclusion of disadvantaged minors.
 The application of the HRBA to the analysis of social prob-
lems and social interventions constitutes a significant change 
influencing the actions taken, problem analysis, project iden-
tification, methodologies, and social development. The HRBA 
is consistent with international human rights law, which pro-
motes the self-determination of all individuals and peoples. 
This includes their right to participate in the civic, economic, 
social and political decisions that affect their lives (Elena, 2011).
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This article proposes that a thorough understanding of the concept 
of diversity should facilitate the full inclusion of all people in society. 
Furthermore, it proposes that we should look at diversity and inclusion 
from a community perspective. Consistent with these premises, Mex-
ico	 has	 recently	 taken	 a	 significant	 leap	 forward	 by	developing	pro-
grams	to	serve	functionally	diverse	people.	Most	significantly,	the	fed-
eral government has created the National Program for the Wellbeing 
and Development of People with Disabilities that is sponsored by the 
executive branch of government. The creation of this program followed 
the dissemination by the National System for the Integral Develop-
ment of Families, of the work conducted by the National Board for the 
Development and Inclusion of People with Disabilities (CONADIS, in 
Spanish), the Advisory Council for the People with Disabilities, other 
civic organizations, and people with disabilities and their families. The 
authors conclude that, in spite of the considerable progress observed, 
there are still invisible or hidden barriers to a full social integration of 
persons with disabilities.
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Introduction
 From a social perspective, the goal of “diversity” entails 
the complete integration of citizens in all spheres of society. 
According to Coria (2010), the only thing differentiating each 
social group should be the way they manage their respective 
social limitations as they work to achieve their rights.
 Given the special needs of persons with disabilities in ad-
vanced societies, responses to those needs must follow a com-
munity perspective, since these affect society as a whole and 
require collective action. Human service professionals, in par-
ticular, should engage in individual, family, organizational and 
community-level actions in an effort to overcome problems and 
promote social inclusion (Fernández & López-Peláez, 2008). Our 
social interventions should seek to increase social access for all 
citizens. Specific goals could include increasing social cohesion 
and equality, and improving geographic distribution and eco-
nomic disparities. This would facilitate enhancing social ser-
vice delivery and providing employment, economic, cultural 
and social activities (Cabrero, Trejo, & Fernández, 2011). 
 Human service professions in general, and social work in 
particular, confront unique challenges that must be addressed 
in professional degree programs as they prepare persons for 
the workforce. These challenges are associated with social, 
economic, technological and cultural changes, and respond to 
social problems created by economic globalization and new in-
formation and communication technologies (Hernández, De la 
Fuente, & Campo, 2014). Technological innovation results from 
continuous scientific discovery and invention. These, in turn, 
produce changes in the social structure and present new chal-
lenges to social intervention. This situation calls for a new set of 
professional skills and competencies (De la Fuente, 2009). 
Conceptual framework
 The concept of accessibility is rather ambiguous, given 
that its definition is usually tied to the context in which it is 
used. Etymologically, the word is related to the adjective “ac-
cessible” and the suffix “-bility,” which denotes “quality of” or 
“pertaining to” (Real Academia Espanola [RAE], 2016). When 
talking about accessibility, we inevitably think about adaptive 
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materials and equipment such as ramps, supportive gear, and 
people with limited mobility, given their physical disabilities 
and the nature of their surroundings. Nonetheless, this term 
deserves a broader definition to fit its socio-cultural contexts. 
 Approaches to accessibility in Mexico have evolved through 
the last decade into new concepts and approaches such as “De-
sign for Everyone,” “Universal Design” and “Universal Acces-
sibility” (De la Fuente, Martín, & Hernández, 2016). Consistent 
with this, article 9 of the Convention for the Rights of People 
with Disabilities of 2006 asserted that the state must intervene 
to guarantee equal access to physical surroundings, transporta-
tion, information and communication technologies, and public 
facilities, spaces and services to enable people with disabilities 
to live independent full lives. Government actions seeking the 
identification and elimination of barriers, should apply to: (a) 
buildings, roads, transportation and navigation, lakes and out-
door facilities such as schools, homes, medical facilities and oth-
er workplaces; and (b) information, communication and other 
services, including electronic and emergency services (Hernán-
dez et al., 2014).
 The legal profession has made significant contributions 
to advancing “Universal Access” and “Design for Everyone” 
through the creation of compensatory measures such as pos-
itive action, reverse discrimination and compulsory adjust-
ments. It has also produced transcending principles such as 
non-discrimination, life independence, civil dialogue, and 
transversality of policies concerning human diversity. These 
concepts and related principles reinforce and broaden social 
rights, and should enable us to overcome invisible or hidden 
barriers as part of a new paradigm of social accessibility. As 
part of this new paradigm, we keep persons with disabilities in 
mind, but more importantly, we will keep in mind society and 
the relationship of every individual with their surroundings. 
This dynamic conception of diversity is expected to foster the 
creation of a fully inclusive society where diversity is viewed as 
an intrinsic aspect of democratic life (CRUE, 2014).
Accessibility Guidelines in Mexico
 According to the World Report on Disabilities, over a bil-
lion people, slightly over 15 percent of the world’s population, 
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suffers from some type of disability (PRONADDIS, 2009-2012). 
Furthermore, the World Health Survey (OMS, 2011) reports that 
almost 200 million people in the world endure serious difficul-
ties in their daily lives. According to the World Health Organi-
zation (WHO) estimates, disabilities will become an even more 
serious issue in the near future. Reportedly, the prevalence of 
disabilities is increasing due to the aging of the world’s popu-
lation and related increases of chronic diseases such as mental 
illness, diabetes, heart conditions and cancer (OMS, 2011).
 We do not have an accurate estimate of the extent of dis-
abilities in Mexico. Nevertheless, according to the 12th General 
Population and Housing Census conducted in 2000 (National 
Institute for Statistics, Geography and Information Technolo-
gies, 2001) and the National Survey on Performance Evaluation 
conducted in 2003 by the Department of Health, about 9.7 mil-
lion people suffer from some type of disability in the country 
(PRONADDIS, 2009–2012). Other sources report that a consid-
erable percentage of the Mexican population with disabilities 
are also victims of discrimination and poverty. An estimated 60 
percent of people with disabilities fall well below the national 
median for income. This demonstrates the vulnerability of this 
social group (PRONADDIS 2009–2012). At the same time, the 
Mexican population is aging at a fast rate. The projection is that 
the elderly in Mexico will represent 28 percent of the population 
by the year 2050 (Partida, 2006). 
 Mexico’s rapidly aging population is expected to eventually 
overwhelm the country’s healthcare and housing systems, giv-
en the associations between economic dependency, poor health 
and disabilities among the elderly. According to Hernández 
and De la Fuente (2016), in the year 2000, the National Popula-
tion Board for the first time provided information about popu-
lation subgroups suffering from any type of physical or men-
tal limitation. The prevalence of these conditions increases the 
risk of developing disabilities, particularly for the elderly. For 
this reason, Mexican policy makers should thoroughly analyze 
this situation and try to respond to the needs of the increasing 
number of economically dependent and ill elderly persons in 
the country.
 According to ENADIS (2010), Mexico’s National Survey on 
Discrimination reported that more than 7 out of 10 Mexicans 
believe that the rights of people with disabilities are not being 
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fully protected. Furthermore, 19.1 percent of people with dis-
abilities completing the survey reported not having enough in-
come to meet their basic needs. Almost 39 percent of persons 
with disabilities receive income from employment, 78 percent 
of them have difficulties with access to government support, 
and only 33 percent report that they receive the healthcare they 
need. In summary, people with disabilities reported their great-
est problems are unemployment, discrimination, problems 
with self-sufficiency and lack of access to government support 
(ENADIS, 2010).
Legal framework
 Mexico ratified and signed the International Convention 
on the Rights of People with Disabilities, adopted by the Unit-
ed Nations General Assembly on December 13, 2006. Article 
4 of this international treaty establishes the obligation to: un-
dertake or foster research and development, and promote the 
availability and use of new technologies, including information 
and communication technologies, mobility assistance, technical 
devices and support technologies for people with disabilities, 
prioritizing those that are more affordable (UN, 2006). Likewise, 
article 9, concerning accessibility, states that:
[…] State parties shall undertake the appropriate measures to 
ensure access to people with disabilities, in equal conditions, 
to the physical environment, transport, information and com-
munications and to other public services and facilities, both 
in urban and rural areas. These measures, which shall in-
clude the identification and elimination of obstacles and bar-
riers, will be applied—among other things—to [...] informa-
tion, communication and services of other kinds, including 
electronic and emergency services (UN, 2006).
 The National Program for the Development of People with 
Disabilities was created as part of the implementation of the 
General Law for People with Disabilities and in collaboration 
with the National Board for People with Disabilities. This pro-
gram follows the guidelines provided by the United Nations 
and is part of the nation’s commitment to fight for equality of 
rights and opportunities for people with disabilities (CONADIS, 
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in Spanish). The program aims at promoting the development 
and full inclusion of this population subgroup. It also seeks a 
cultural shift to fight discrimination and move from welfare as-
sistance policies to policies that focus on human rights.
 Subsequently, the 2014–2018 National Program for the Devel-
opment and Inclusion of People with Disabilities was sanctioned, 
consistent with the guidelines of the International Convention on 
the Rights of People with Disabilities, and the 2007–2012 National 
Plan for Development (Dirección General de Derechos Humanos 
y Democracia [General Directorate of Human Rights and Democ-
racy], 2014). This program has six basic objectives that go beyond 
assessing the needs of people with disabilities in the country. 
These objectives are:
• Incorporate the rights of people with disabilities
 into government policies and programs.
• Increase access of people with disabilities to general
 and specialized health services.
• Design and develop programs to increase access to
 quality jobs for people with disabilities in coordination  
 with the Department of Labor and Social Forecast.
• Promote inclusion of people with disabilities in
 special education, sports culture and tourism.
• Increase their accessibility to public and private
 spaces, transportation, and information technologies.
• Promote legislation aimed at providing people with  
 disabilities with greater justice and political and
 public participation (Dirección General de Derechos  
 Humanos y Democracia [General Directorate of
 Human Rights and Democracy], 2014).
Current situation: progress and hidden barriers
 Significant progress has been made in Mexico in the creation 
of programs for people with disabilities. Particularly significant 
was the creation of the National Program for the Wellbeing and 
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the Incorporation to Development of People with Disabilities, 
implemented by the executive branch of the federal govern-
ment. This program was the result of joint efforts by federal 
and state government agencies, organizations of people with 
disabilities, and academicians following reports published by 
the National System for the Integral Development of Families 
(DIF, in Spanish) (PRONADDIS 2009-2014). Consistent with the 
guidelines provided by the National Program for the Wellbeing 
and the Incorporation to Development of People with Disabili-
ties, the Mexican Social Security Institute (IMSS, in Spanish) is 
promoting cultural dignity, tolerance for people with disabil-
ities, and the principles of equality, equity and development 
(De la Fuente et al., 2016). Nevertheless, in spite of the progress 
made, we must continue to detect and identify hidden barri-
ers to full social integration. To this end, we must guarantee 
physical and social accessibility to people with disabilities so 
they can enjoy a full social life. Mexican authorities should fo-
cus on the promotion of full social participation for functional-
ly diverse people, consistent with the recommendations of the 
World Health Organization. The resulting new paradigm will 
no longer focus on individuals with health conditions or who 
are functionally diverse. Instead, it will focus on social contexts 
and disabling surroundings that generate and perpetuate ex-
clusion (Diaz, 2010).
 The existing urban-architectural spaces in the City of Mexi-
co and its surrounding Metropolitan Area present physical bar-
riers leading to the exclusion of persons with disabilities (De 
la Fuente et al., 2016). While many Mexican citizens are aware 
of barriers in each community and city of the City of Mexico 
Metropolitan Area, unfortunately this awareness has not led to 
plan for access in urban or suburban development projects.  As 
a result, many Mexican suburban communities have emerged 
without properly addressing the issue of accessibility. The level 
of exclusion of people with disabilities in Mexico City is report-
edly lower than in the suburbs, however there are still many 
neighborhoods where persons with disabilities are not able to 
exit their homes (Torres, 2014).
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Inclusion of Information and Communication Technologies
(ICT) in Social Work: A Challenge for Professional Education
 Access resulting from better-designed surroundings plays an 
essential role in the social participation of people with functional 
limitations. Furthermore, ICT’s can provide increased access for 
persons with disabilities to all aspects of modern life (Discapnet, 
2016). ICTs provide new ways to communicate, manage data and 
organize our lives. For this reason, Feria (2015, p. 3) proposes that 
“social work must not ignore this, since innovation in favor of its 
own management processes, teaching and research will result in 
better tools to face environmental challenges.”
 According to Feria (2015), in 2010 the Oxford University’s Cen-
tre on Skills, Knowledge and Organisational Performance, identi-
fied the following necessary social work knowledge and skills:
• E-awareness, related to reflective knowledge.
• Technological literacy, that is, the ability to use
 ICTs skillfully.
• Information and digital literacy. This is the
 capacity to understand, evaluate and interpret
 information gathered from different sources,
 and the ability to produce new knowledge with
 the support of ICTs.
• Digital literacy. This is the ability to gather relevant
 information and use ICTs to access, store, organize,
 integrate and share information and knowledge in
 a variety of formats.
• Media literacy. This includes awareness of traditional  
 media transformation within the field of telematics
 (Feria, 2015).
 The digital divide is the “line that separates people who 
already communicate and coordinate by means of digital net-
works from those who have not yet reached this advanced state 
of development” (Economic Commission for Latin America and 
the Caribbean, 2003, p. 7). This should motivate policy-makers 
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to ponder about the social impact of access to ICTs, on the so-
cio-economic development of functionally diverse persons and 
other marginalized populations (Tello, 2008, p. 2). 
 A wide digital gap currently affects the Mexican general 
population as well as specific age, geographic, income, and oth-
er subgroups (AMITI—Mexican Association of the Information 
Technology Industry, 2006). This is mainly the result of lack 
of incentives to use ICTs and lack of availability of ICTs in the 
workplace (Tello, 2008). This is particularly true within the pro-
fession of social work. The incorporation of ICTs into our profes-
sion in Mexico is very limited, perhaps due to lack of economic 
resources, technical support, and training, even though its use 
is very essential and innovative. This represents a challenge we 
must overcome to significantly improve capacity for action, effi-
ciency, diffusion, impact, cost effective measures, participation, 
transparency and democracy. Because of this, it is necessary to 
incorporate the use of ICTs into social interventions at the indi-
vidual, group, or community levels (Santás, 2015).
Conclusion
 “Equal Opportunity” and “Universal Design” represent a 
comprehensive approach to social accessibility. The key values 
of this paradigm seek to produce a new egalitarian culture of 
response to needs and reduced inequality, consistent with the 
Objectives for Sustainable Development and Human Rights 
promoted by the United Nations. At the same time, ICTs have 
revolutionized education, re-shaped cultures, and created new 
social structures, economic models, and job markets in virtually 
every country around the globe. Lack of adequate access to ICTs 
represents a hidden barrier to the empowerment and inclusion 
of persons with disabilities in Mexico. For this reason, Mexi-
can officials must work to overcome this barrier. They should 
formulate new policies for professional social work education 
aimed at empowering social workers, the general population, 
and particularly those who are most vulnerable.
 Rodríguez (2010) proposes that the role of professional social 
workers has been transformed as a result of drastic changes in 
their employing organizations, the now required education for 
effective practice, and the changing characteristics and social 
origins of their targeted populations. This new reality forces 
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social workers to overcome new challenges and meet new ob-
jectives. Consistent with these views, the National Association 
of Universities and Institutions of Superior Education in Mexico 
(ANUIES, in Spanish) declared that education in the 21st centu-
ry must facilitate relevant organizational and operational trans-
formations to respond to new challenges and requirements. 
New competencies and knowledge are needed to promote the 
full integration of marginalized groups. Twenty-first century 
universities and social work educational programs, in particu-
lar, should prepare students to effectively respond to emerging 
practice demands effectively and efficiently. They must identi-
fy new fields of action in an effort to improve citizens’ living 
conditions. This has motivated social work faculty members to 
seek curricular innovations (Preciado, Covarrubias, Alcaraz, & 
Arias, 2004). 
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